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ABSTRACT
NAVIGATING THE DISCOURSE OF DEPENDENCY:
WELFARE-RELIANT MOTHERS IN COLLEGE
AN INSTITUTIONAL ETHNOGRAPHY
Elizabeth L. Noll
Dr. Roberta R. Iversen
The goal of this ethnographic case study is to produce a contextual, empirical
analysis of the experience of welfare-reliant mothers who are attempting to get a college
degree following the passage of the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity
Reconciliation Act of 1996. The policy’s emphasis on work-first has prompted changes
in funding streams, service orientation, and institutional practices of welfare agencies
serving these women in ways that are not adequately understood. Using an Institutional
Ethnography (IE) approach (Smith, 1987; 2005; 2006), I take the everyday material
experience of nineteen welfare-reliant women in a state-funded college support program
as a starting point for understanding how practices oriented toward satisfying the
requirements of the reformed welfare system shape the women’s activities and the
likelihood that they are able to access and persist in college.
Consistent with the IE mode of inquiry I expanded the type of data gathered to
include a close examination of the regulatory texts that organize interactions between the
women, welfare caseworkers, and college support staff. I conducted interviews with the
women, program staff, and legal advocates; attended student workshops and case
reviews; conducted observations in the county assistance office; and followed listserv
conversations among program staff across Pennsylvania.
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The study found that welfare reform has reshaped institutional practices in ways
that are often problematic for poor mothers attempting to improve their economic
situation through attainment of a college degree. Narrow notions of personal
responsibility and dependency reflected in these practices coalesce with neoliberal values
of efficiency and cost containment to activate the ‘work-first’ rationale embodied in the
federal legislation. Institutional technologies such as accountability codes and
performance measures create incentives at the local level to divert college-bound
recipients to the low-wage labor market even when a college support program was
available. These institutional practices and tools hold the women accountable for their
educational success while simultaneously erecting barriers that make success unlikely.
Thus, the logic of work-first operates in ways that uphold the women’s exclusion from
the opportunities that come from a college education and in doing so recreates their place
in the field of low-wage work.
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Introduction
The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act
(PRWORA) of 1996 ended the federal guarantee of cash assistance to poor families first
established under the 1935 Social Security Act as Aid to Dependent Children (ADC) and
reauthorized in 1962 as Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC). Commonly
referred to as “welfare reform” the new block grant funded legislation, Temporary
Assistance to Needy Families (TANF), stipulates five-year lifetime limits on receipt of
cash support and mandates employment for all able-bodied recipients. Postsecondary
education, which had been tolerated if not promoted prior to the 1996 legislation, was
overshadowed by the competing logic of ‘work-first’ which formed the foundation of
PRWORA. Consequently, targeted outcomes of state and local Departments of Public
Welfare were reoriented toward rapid labor market attachment, decreasing caseloads, and
away from any previously existing supports for higher education.
Coupled with the protracted economic recessions that followed in 2001 and 2008,
welfare restructuring offers limited opportunities for welfare-reliant mothers to obtain a
college degree and has arguably hampered their ability to attain a family-sustaining
income. A topic not often explored in studies of welfare recipients seeking a college
degree is how the work-first orientation of the 1996 welfare legislation is enacted through
practices of welfare agencies and how such practices support or impede recipients’ postsecondary educational goals.
Following the approach of Iversen and Armstrong (2006) of examining relations
among multiple institutions that impact paths to economic sufficiency and mobility, this
study observes the intersection of two major social institutions operating in the context of
1

the welfare reform policy of 1996: the public welfare system and the community college
educational system. While in theory both institutions share the stated goal of supporting
economic independence for poor families who rely on public welfare support, they differ
markedly in their approach to achieving those aims. These frequently contested
approaches are due in part to the ‘work-first’ framing of the 1996 federal overhaul of
public welfare provision which downplays higher education for welfare recipients in
favor of expediting their entry into the private sector labor market. By observing and
analyzing the micro-institutional practices welfare-reliant women encounter in their
pursuit of a college degree, this study makes visible the tensions between the welfare
organization and a college support program and reveals the consequences of these
tensions for the women’s college experience.
My inquiry is rooted in the standpoint of nineteen TANF recipients participating
in a college support program in Pennsylvania and their experiential knowledge of being
welfare-reliant mothers attempting to get a college degree. I take the position that the
women are the most appropriate informants of an understanding of what it’s like to
occupy the worlds of the single welfare-reliant mother in college. Building on
Foucault’s concept of discourse as a system of thoughts, ideas, attitudes, and practices
that systematically construct social subjects (Foucault, 1972; 1982), I trace the role of the
discourse of dependency codified in PRWORA as it plays out in the lives of the women
who participated in the study. Examining the institutional practices the women encounter
reveals the ideological work of poverty governance by uncovering the contradictions in
what appears to be the common sense of work-first.
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I was also influenced by the work of sociologist Dorothy E. Smith who developed
Institutional Ethnography (IE), a strategy designed to empirically investigate the
connections between local people and the extra-local influences on their lives. I used IE
to examine how post-reform welfare policy directives and local institutional practices
encountered by welfare-reliant mothers in the study shape their everyday experiences and
the likelihood of attaining a postsecondary degree. I extended the analysis to federal and
state texts which provided the blueprint for welfare policy implementation during this
historical period to get a sense of the dominant ideas and mandates that gave rise to the
particular configuration of the policy the women encountered. In this manner, the study
makes visible how welfare reform policy, which originated in sites far removed from the
women’s experiences, connects with other sites in their lives to shape their college
trajectory.
Finally, in seeking to understand and alleviate the suffering and lost potential
brought about by poverty, I turned to the scholarship of Michael Katz who wrote not only
on the historical occurrences related to poverty but uncovered the ideas about poverty
that shaped these occurrences. In his 2013 essay “Rewriting The Undeserving Poor”,
Katz describes what he viewed as three interlocking forces that marked the dramatic
transformation of the welfare state during the ten year period preceding the enactment of
welfare reform: 1) “A war on dependency in all its forms”; 2) “The devolution of
authority in both public and private sectors”; 3) “The application of market models to
public policy”. This dissertation study seeks to understand these forces as they play out
in the everyday experiences of welfare-reliant mothers attempting to escape low-wage
work through college education.
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The Discourse of Dependency
The term “discourse” is generally thought of as the use of language to express a
particular point of view on a topic. Historian and social philosopher Michel Foucault
(1971) expanded the meaning of discourse beyond its linguistic boundaries to reflect a
system of representation that includes codes, practices, and customs of language that
circulate through speech and interactions to produce specific historically situated ideas.
Discourses of science, health, economy, inequality, gender, family, justice, globalization,
and so on provide the language, practices, and rationale for thinking about a specific
subject. For example, a discourse of science employs the language and practices of
hypothesis testing and the application of statistical tests of significance used in the
production of scientific knowledge. Notions of probability and a belief in the value of
mathematics to represent truth underlie and bound scientific discourse. Foucault
understood discourses as containing ruling properties in that they not only describe but
define knowledge and govern the way a topic can be meaningfully discussed, noting that
some discourses are dominant while others are marginalized. In this sense dominant
discourses regulate knowledge and thus are an expression of power.
Although public policy is commonly presented as the product of strategic, rational
thinking and competing interests, a body of literature has emerged on the role that ideas,
symbols, stereotypes, and narratives play in influencing both the adoption of formal
policies as well as how those policies are implemented (Beland, 2005; Campbell, 2002;
Handler & Hasenfeld, 1997; Hasenfeld , 2000; Naples, 1997; O’Connor, 2001; Peterson,
1997; Schram, 1995; Smiley, 2001; Smith, 1987, 2005; Somers & Block, 2005; Yanow,
1999). Like many contested social and political concepts, the idea of dependency is an
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abstraction rather than a topic of empirical analysis and as such is prone to multiple
interpretations. These abstractions indirectly focus our attention on perceiving
phenomena from a particular social and political point of view that in itself is laden with
norms, beliefs and interests that are then reinforced by the use of the concept in social
interactions (Smiley, 2001). By invoking de-contextualized concepts such as “welfare
dependency” or “personal responsibility” without acknowledging their origins or
practical inconsistencies, an abstract idea becomes animated in ways that are highly
effective and difficult to challenge.
The discourse that informs public policies designed to support poor families today
is shaped by historical cultural concepts pertaining to family, motherhood, race,
responsibility, and work that are linked to the unique structure of the U.S. welfare state
and labor market (Fraser & Gordon1994). Shifts in economic and social relations since
the postindustrial period have redrawn the semantics of dependency, the result being an
increasingly individualized, medicalized, and stigmatized notion of the term (p. 325).
A turning point in the postindustrial semantics of dependency came in 1980 when
The American Psychiatric Association defined “Dependent Personality Disorder” as a
common psychological condition characterized by a “pervasive pattern of dependent and
submissive behavior…. diagnosed more frequently in females” (as cited in Fraser &
Gordon, 1994, p. 326). Subsequently, the 1980’s and 1990’s saw a proliferation of the
scientific study of dependency in psychiatric and psychological disciplines that spawned
a new language of subcategories such as ‘co-dependence’ and ‘enabling’ along with
therapeutic and pharmacologic cures for the condition.
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During the era immediately preceding the passage of welfare reform, arguments
that poverty was created by structural inequality or market failures were overshadowed
by ideas that attributed poverty to individual cultural and social deficits, lack of a suitable
work ethic, and overly generous welfare benefits - factors that were said to encourage
dependence on public welfare and discourage work (Mead, 1986, 1992; Murray, 1984).
Thus, dependent on government support, poor mothers and their families are widely
maligned as being disconnected, lazy, welfare queens, underclass, deviant, and cheats.
As signaled in the change in the naming of welfare policy from “Aid to Families
with Dependent Children” to the “Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity
Reconciliation Act”, the new legislation was a call to end dependency on government
support by promoting a concept of individual personal responsibility achievable only
through labor market employment. From this perspective, providing welfare support
without labor market participation is framed as creating perverse incentives and
contributing to the problem of dependency. Given the prominent role of ideological
frames in policy-making and implementation I use the term “discourse of dependency” as
a framework for understanding the experience of welfare-reliant mothers in search of a
college education in the post reform environment.
Who am I to do this study?
This study arises from my experience as a welfare caseworker in the early 1980s
when I observed first-hand the impact of the Reagan administration’s welfare benefit
cutbacks on the lives of the impoverished clients I was serving. It was during this
experience that I became acutely aware of a disconnect between the underlying
assumptions of the policy as it was framed and how it played out in the lives of the

6

recipients I served. As the instruction binders holding new regulations severely
restricting access to critical supports replaced existing procedure manuals on the shelves
of the county assistance office where I worked, I found myself confronted with a decision
to ignore to the suffering I observed and continue my work as an agent of the welfare
system or to find another line of work. As market logics have further penetrated areas of
public service provision under the New Public Managerialism, caseworkers, social
workers, and educators face a similar choice today.
The study is also informed by my experience as a white single mother attending
community college in the mid 1980’s, a context in which obtaining a college degree
while on public assistance was tolerated if not always encouraged. As such, while some
aspects of my personal experience are shared by single mothers today, the social and
policy context in which the women in this study navigate their way through
postsecondary education has changed dramatically.
Finally, my work over the past two decades involving the management of large
government databases for academic research and evaluation has given me first-hand
insight into the way in which data collected by public programs often fail to capture
important components of the program’s on-the-ground implementation and impact.
Frequently, data collected at the county and state agency levels are guided by auditing
and funding imperatives which take precedence over supporting useful client outcomes.
In today’s climate of performance monitoring, the analysis of policy compliance
indicators depends on how well administrators are able to fit clients’ experiences into
pre-determined categories in order to meet quotas that will ensure continued funding.
Thus I am interested in exploring how the “invisible work” (Daniels, 1987; DeVault,
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1991) and contextual silences embodied but not reflected in performance measures shape
the experience of the women participating in this study.
Organization of Chapters
Chapter One situates the current study historically by describing the evolution of
the macro-historical ideas, conditions, and processes that led to the present day economic
and social dynamics of the public welfare system in the US. I explore the institutional
restructuring of welfare provision under the New Public Management (NPM) nationally
and in Pennsylvania, the site of this study.
Chapter Two describes the relevant conceptual and methodological approaches
for the study and discusses how I use these concepts to examine ways in which welfarereliant mothers navigate the ‘discourse of dependency’ as they attempt to obtain a college
degree after the 1996 welfare reform.
Chapter Three details the research design, local and extra-local settings, data
collection and analytic methods, the progression of fieldwork, and my experience
navigating the politics of the welfare and community college administrations.
Chapter Four presents demographic descriptions of the women in the study, the
number and ages of their children, career goals, and paths to college from elementary,
middle school and high school.
Chapters Five and Six detail the invisible work and contradictions the women
experience as they attempt to ‘get in’ and ‘stay in’ college while receiving welfare
benefits. The focus of these chapters is on the logic, design, and use of institutional
practices and technological tools of the New Public Management (NPM) that organize
the women’s experiences.
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Chapter Seven explores how the women in the study navigate the stigma
associated with their perceived dependency and ways in which they negotiate their
conflicting identities as welfare recipients and college students.
Chapter Eight provides a discussion of findings and implications for social policy
and practice.

9

Chapter 1: Poverty, Postsecondary Education, and the New Welfare State
Welfare reform, originally hailed as a success by virtue of the decline in
caseloads, has produced mixed results. Implemented in an era of exceptionally favorable
labor market conditions, welfare reform was prematurely pronounced successful partly
because measures of success were limited to declines in caseloads and increases in work
participation rates, and partly because the high demand for low wage labor during the
first five years of the policy’s existence increased employment for welfare leavers. While
caseloads were drastically reduced in the initial years of the reform -- 56 percent after
five years (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2002), economists and
welfare scholars argue that under welfare reform former recipients may have left the rolls
but have not escaped poverty (Handler & Hasenfeld, 1997; Hays 2003; Jacobs &
Winslow, 2003; Loprest, 2001; Loprest, 1999; Lower-Basch & Greenberg, 2009;
Peterson, Song, & Jones-DeWeever, 2002; Trisi & Pavetti, 2012). In fact, only about a
third of welfare-reliant mothers were employed during every quarter in the year after exit,
which is not unlike the employment rate for those who left welfare prior to the reform
(King & Mueser, 2005). The persistence of poverty among welfare leavers is to a certain
extent due to the practice of directing welfare recipients with few marketable skills into
low wage jobs which are typically more unstable, lack benefits, and are less likely to
provide a family supporting wage than jobs available to more educated and skilled
workers (Lower-Basch, 2008; Moore, Rangarajan, & Schochet, 2007).
The effectiveness of TANF as a safety net for poor families has been a topic of
debate among economists and welfare researchers. Using the TANF-to-poverty ratio
Trisi and Pavetti of the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities (2012) note that in 1996
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just prior to the enactment of TANF, for every 100 families with children living in
poverty, TANF provided cash aid to 68 families. By 2010, it provided cash assistance to
only 27 such families. TANF caseloads have declined by 60 percent over the last 16
years even as poverty and deep poverty have worsened, meaning that a much smaller
share of poor families receive cash assistance from TANF than they did prior to welfare
reform. In Pennsylvania, the 2011 grant amount for a family of three ranged from $365 to
$421 per month, depending on the county of residence, which is about 25% of the
poverty level.
A 2014 study by the Brookings Institute challenged the notion that TANF did not
perform adequately as is expected of a safety net program. Their study examined the
responsiveness of TANF to the 2008 recession by accounting for state differences in
timing and severity of the recession. Using increases in TANF caseloads as a proxy for
responsiveness the authors concluded that TANF was more responsive to the recession
than critics claimed and that TANF was working well as a safety net (Haskins, Albert, &
Howard, 2014). An analysis by the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities (CBPP)
responded with a critique of the Brookings study arguing that the analysis had serious
methodological flaws leading to an overestimate of the effectiveness of TANF (Pavetti,
2014). The measure being debated was created using solely survey data from state
directors of TANF programs and did not solicit the experience of welfare recipients.
The analytic approach taken by both Brookings and the CBPP revolved instead around
which statistic best represents the performance of TANF. This is a common practice in
public sector service evaluation and highlights the limitations of research relying solely
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on statistics to explain the workings of government programs targeted to poverty
reduction.
The working poor. While poverty research in the U.S. is primarily concerned with the
unemployed poor, the working poor are a much larger population (Brady, Baker, &
Finnegan, 2013). Since the recession of 2008 the number of people who spent at least 27
weeks in the labor force during the year but whose incomes still fell below the official
poverty level has risen steadily (Figure 1). These people, known as the ‘working-poor’,
comprised 7.1% of those in the labor force and 23% of the 46.5 million people in the U.S.
in 2012 that lived below the official poverty level.

Figure 1. Working-poor rates of people in the labor force for 27 weeks or more,
1986-2012. Retrieved from: http://www.bls.gov/cps/cpswp2012.pdf
The United States Department of Labor (2014) reported that among those in the
labor force for more than one half of 2012, people who had some college but no degree
had a working-poor rate of 7.7 percent compared with 9.4% for high school graduates
12

with no college. Workers with an associate degree or a 4-year college degree posted the
lowest working-poor rates, 4.9 percent and 2.1 percent respectively.
Women have higher working-poor rates than men (Figure 2) at all levels of
education but the difference declines as education increases such that gender differences
in working-poor rates among workers with associate degrees is 2.1 percent and just 0.5
percent among those with a bachelor’s or higher degree.
Figure 2. Working Poor by Education and Gender, 2012.
30.0%
24.8%

25.0%
21.2%

20.0%

19.0%

Total

15.0%
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11.0%
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Source: Chart constructed by author from US Bureau of Labor Statistics, Report 1047,
Table 3, A Profile of the Working Poor, 2012(p.10).
http://www.bls.gov/cps/cpswp2012.pdf
Families maintained by women have higher working-poor rates than other types
of families including married couples and families maintained by men. In 2012, the rate
of the working-poor among families maintained by women averaged 21 percent,
increasing to 28.6 percent when children under 18 are present (US Bureau of Labor
Statistics, Report 1047, Table 3, A Profile of the Working Poor, 2012, p.10).
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In today’s era of precarious employment (Kalleberg, 2009), attainment of a fouryear college degree no longer guarantees a secure family-sustaining job as it has in the
past. However, the demographic statistics cited above underscore the critical importance
of college education in escaping the ranks of the working-poor. This is particularly true
for welfare-reliant mothers who are the heads of families with children under age 18 and
are most vulnerable to the uncertainties of twenty-first century labor markets. Using the
Longitudinal Employer-Household Dynamics (LEHD), a data set that tracks workers and
employers over time, Andersson, Lane and McEntarfer (2004) found that the best
predictor of a low-skilled worker’s ability to escape low earnings is employment in a
high-wage industry. Their analysis confirmed that the types of jobs that characterize the
employment experiences of welfare leavers pay less than average even after controlling
for the characteristics of the workers.
As useful as these numbers are as profiles of those most affected by poverty, it is
misleading to think of demographic factors such as gender, minority status, and singlemother families as the sole determinants of poverty and working-poor rates. A 2012 study
conducted by the Economic Policy Institute of contributors to higher poverty rates over
the period 1979-2007 found that the largest contributor to the overall rise in poverty is
income inequality which increased rates of poverty by 5.5 percentage points compared
with family structure and changes in racial composition which contributed 1.4 and 0.9
percentage points respectively. Conversely, the study found that educational attainment
decreased poverty rates by 2.7 percentage points and income growth contributed to a 3.8
percentage-point decrease.
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In unpacking these rates it is instructive to consider the macro-economic policy
decisions that have played an important role in shaping the lives of citizens in the United
States but which are often downplayed as causes of poverty in favor of explanations of
skills mismatch in the labor market (Faberman & Mazumder, 2012; Holzer, 1996,
Shimer, 2007). Increasing deregulation of the labor market, changes in the tax code, and
the 2000 – 2008 reconfiguration of the National Labor Relations Board to a pro-business
anti-labor entity for example, were not the actions of the invisible hand of a global market
or the result of a critical mass of poor Americans committed to a life of dependency on
government support. Rather, these changes reflect far-reaching deliberate policy choices
directed by a drive to reduce labor costs and public expenditures and to make work more
flexible for employers (Harrison & Bluestone, 1988; Midgley, 2007). These policy
choices have made work more contingent for workers, decreased worker bargaining
power, and placed downward pressure on wages. Compulsory work-first welfare
programs have reinforced this transformation of the labor market by reorienting welfareto-work activities from a focus on skill development to one of immediate attachment to
the labor market for poor workers, thus “producing a secure labor supply for insecure
work” (Peck & Theodore, 2000, p.123) and underwriting and subsidizing the production
of contingent work (Peck & Theodore, 2000; Piven, 2001).
The Role of College Education in Mitigating Poverty
College education has been a key factor in alleviating poverty for welfare-reliant
mothers. Contrary to popular belief, postsecondary education among welfare recipients
is not rare. According to the U.S. Census Bureau (2002), nearly 23% of TANF recipients
in 1998 had at least one year of college.

15

Table 1..Welfare, Education, and Workforce Development Legislation for the Poor 18332009.
1833
1863
1893
1901
1909
1910
1911
1917
1921
1935

193956
Late
1950’s
1960
1962
1962
1964
1967
1978
1981

1988
1990
1996
2005
2009

Oberlin college first to admit women
First public assistance program established in U.S.: pensions for Civil War veterans.
Work becomes a form of Public Assistance rather than a condition of relief
First public two-year college: Joliet Junior College, Illinois
Workman’s Compensation - first government social insurance created
First Department of Public Welfare created in Kansas City, MO
Mother’s pensions established to provide cash payments to widows with young children to enable them to
care for their children in their own homes.
Smith Hughes Vocational Act: first federal government intervention in elementary and secondary
education. Gave legitimacy to role-oriented public education. Girls: home economics ; Boys: industrial
trades
The Promotion of the Welfare and Hygiene of Maternity and Infancy Act (Sheppard-Towner Act). Gave
federal assistance to states to set up child-rearing educational services for expectant new mothers.
Economic Security Act: includes unemployment, old age and sickness insurance, expanded public health
programs, elderly pensions and aid for fatherless children. Created Aid to Dependent Children (ADC).
Guided by thinking that children should not be forced to rely on paid work of a mother who belonged in
the home.
Public assistance expanded by extending social insurance from just unemployment and retired persons to
their widow and dependents, the self-employed, domestic workers, agricultural workers and railroad
workers. Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944 (G.I. Bill).
The idea arises that welfare is negative and that people who receive welfare are the “undeserving poor”
(Katz, 2008).
Limited discretion of states to put regulations in place to limit ADC grant levels to children living only in
“suitable homes” and excluding undesirable families from aid.
Manpower Development and Training Act (MDTA) provided the first labor market policy framework and
centralized federal role in training.
ADC renamed to AFDC (Aid to Families with Dependent Children) reflecting notion that benefits and
eligibility rules discouraged marriage. Required states to make effort to establish paternity for AFDC
children.
Economic Opportunity Act (EOA). Created Job Corps AFDC recipients now permitted to work while
receiving their cash grants.
Work Incentive Program (WIN). First time states were required to establish employment and training
program for AFDC welfare recipients. Not adequately funded or widely implemented.
Comprehensive Employment and Training Act (CETA). Increased training funding for migrant workers,
veterans, displaced homemakers; strengthened accountability and private sector involvement.
Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act (OBRA). Federal government turned over some authority to states to
reshape WIN programs. Clarified definition of WIN work experience. Established closer link between
welfare grant and work obligation. Allowed states to use recipients’ grant funds to subsidize on-the-job
training with a public or private employer.
Family Support Act (FSA). Replaced WIN with Job Opportunity and Basic Skills (JOBS) program. Focus
on engaging more mothers in welfare-to-work programs and expanded supports to facilitate participation.
States did not widely allocate their share of resources to JOBS program.
Recession. JOBS overshadowed with new state actions (waivers of AFDC federal requirements) to
increase work effort of welfare mothers and decrease out-of-wedlock births.
Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Act (PRWORA). Lifetime limits on receipt of cash
benefits and requirement to be engaged in work for 20 or 30 hours/week.
Deficit Reduction Act (DRA). Increased the proportion of TANF recipients who must participate in work
activities to 50% and limited what could be counted as work activity.
American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA). Temporarily expanded eligibility criteria for SNAP
and Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) as result of 2008 Recession.

Source: Constructed by author using the following sources: Center for Law and Social
Policy, (2009); Katz, M. B., (2008); Hansan, J. (2011).
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From the late 1800’s until the mid-twentieth century, poor, widowed mothers
were provided financial support through mother’s pensions that allowed them to remain
in the home to care for young children. Education and training for poor women was
generally limited to that required for child-rearing. Working outside of the home was
considered inappropriate for mothers in families with absent fathers. Katz (2008) cites
the late 1950’s as the turning point in the evolution of thinking of welfare support at
which time it came to be viewed differently for those recipients who were considered
‘deserving’ and those branded ‘undeserving’ of support. It was during this time that
inspections of the homes of recipients of Aid to Dependent Children (ADC) were
conducted by social workers and classified as suitable or not. Undesirable families were
excluded from aid or had their benefits limited.
As the notion of entitlement to basic support for welfare mothers was being
supplanted with the idea of earning welfare support through work activities outside the
home, several training initiatives were created through the 1961 Area Redevelopment
Act, the 1962 Manpower Development and Training Act and the 1963 Vocational
Educational Act. However, experimental demonstration studies of many of these early
programs commissioned by the federal government and conducted by the Manpower
Demonstration and Research Corporation (MDRC) found only modest differences in
employment and earnings outcomes. A review by Blank and Blum (1997) of programs
intended to increase work for welfare mothers suggest that these early programs “were
not fully tested because they were not funded or implemented at the scale intended” (p.
1).
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Later, through the Job Opportunities and Basic Skills Training Program (JOBS)
enacted under the Family Support Act of 1988, a single welfare-reliant mother could use
postsecondary education to increase her family income and move off welfare. Prior to
the enactment of JOBS few states permitted or encouraged higher education for AFDC
recipients. The JOBS program emphasized the development of human capital through
education and training and by 1993 forty-seven states had a voluntary postsecondary
education option (U.S. House Ways and Means committee, 1996 as cited in Kates, 2004).
In her study of higher education options for low-income women across thirty-two states
before and after enactment of JOBS, Kates (1994) found that 82% of JOBS welfare
administrators and 90% of caseworkers were supportive of their clients earning B.A.
degrees. In practice however, college access was stymied by divergent interpretations of
policy restrictions and limited available resources. Policy restrictions such as the denial
of child care benefits for JOBS recipients who enrolled in college without prior approval
(self-initiators), limitations on the time permitted for college attendance, and the type of
degree or course of study allowed were imposed by two-thirds of states participating in
JOBS. Conflicting methods for tracking college attendance and progress between
financial aid and public assistance organizations frequently resulted in reductions in
clients’ food stamp benefits. Kates argues that these unmeasured implementation barriers
contributed to the myth perpetuated in evaluation studies conducted by the Manpower
Development Research Corporation (MDRC) and other predominant research centers that
JOBS education programs had failed.
Coupled with JOBS implementation difficulties was what Kates describes as a
“divergence in culture between educational institutions and caseworkers” around issues
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of confidentiality, assessment of goals and student autonomy in the educational process
(p. 46). Nonetheless, by 1992 eighteen percent of all AFDC JOBS participants were
enrolled in college (Jones-DeWeaver & Gault, 2006).
Kates’ 2004 analysis of the research on nontraditional aged women attending
college from the 1960’s through the turn of the twenty first century profiles the changing
demographic of these students. She describes four waves of women entering colleges in
the United States. The first and second waves of students in the 1960’s and 1970’s were
mostly White, married, middle-class women with grown children seeking self-fulfillment
and a desire to improve their career prospects as divorce rates began to rise. The third
wave (1980’s) was comprised of less prosperous and more culturally diverse women who
had to support their families and who were more likely to have young children at home
and thus be eligible for tuition support under the Job Training Partnership Act and Carl
Perkins funding available at that time. By the mid-1980’s these nontraditional students,
over the age of twenty-four numbered 2.5 million and represented a significant presence
on college campuses. As a result Kates contends, colleges began to respond by providing
resources and direct services such as child care, emergency grants and initiated links with
community-based organizations including welfare agencies. The fourth wave which
Kates describes as coming about in the 1990s and continues today and consists mainly of
low-income women, many of whom are welfare recipients (p. 25).
As is the case for the general population, completion of four years of college
among welfare recipients leads to greater employment opportunities, higher earnings and
personal rewards. A study conducted by the Institute for Women’s Policy Research of
current and former student-parents, each of whom sought post-secondary education while
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receiving welfare, found that study participants who had completed a four-year college
degree experienced the greatest rewards with earning hourly wages that were roughly 75
percent more than those still working towards a degree ($13.14 vs. $7.50). Four-year
college graduates were also more likely than those currently enrolled to indicate that they
had experienced better job opportunities (83.0 percent vs. 44.2 percent), had greater
financial resources (68.1 percent vs. 34.9 percent), and improved their personal
relationships (57.4 percent vs. 37.2 percent), as a result of graduating college (JonesDeWeever & Gault, 2006).
Two-year degrees, particularly those related to high-priority occupations such as
registered nursing, technical support in health care, and computer sciences confer similar
advantages. The Center on Budget and Policy Priorities and the Center for Law and
Social Policy’s 2007 study of TANF students who exited California community colleges
in 1999 and 2000 found that these recipients were twice as likely to work year-round
after college as they had been prior to entering the program (Mather, Reichle, Strawn &
Wisely as cited in Center on Budget and Policy Priorities and Center for Law and Social
Policy 2007, p. 36). The same study found that students who obtained an Associate
degree earned, on average, five times more in their second year out of school than they
had when they entered college; average annual earnings in this group increased from
$3,916 to $19,690. Nursing and dental associate degrees had a particularly high payoff
with graduates in those programs earning $37,000 by the second year out of college
In 2007 using data collected by Pennsylvania’s Office of Child Development and
Early Learning (OCDEL), the Community Justice Project (CJP) a legal advocacy group
conducted a comparison of hourly wages of former TANF recipients who participated in
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the college support program that is being investigated in the current study and those who
participated in standard work-first programs. Findings showed that six months after
completing the college support program the average hourly wage was $14.77 compared
with $7.99 per hour for TANF leavers who participated in all other work-first programs
(Community Justice Project, 2010).
College Education under PRWORA. The 1996 welfare reform legislation
discouraged postsecondary education for low-income individuals and families receiving
public assistance in favor of rapid attachment to the labor market or short term training
that would lead to immediate work in the labor market. States were permitted to enroll a
maximum of 30% of TANF recipients in educational activities (Schott, 2012). Since
enrollment in college is not considered an approved work activity under the welfare
reform policy of 1996 and thus is not a reporting category, federal data on the enrollment
of welfare recipients in college are not available for estimating changes in college
enrollment patterns of welfare recipients. However, data gleaned from financial aid
applications, various state and private institute studies, and national surveys such as the
Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP) indicate that within three years after
the implementation of the 1996 welfare reform program the number of welfare recipients
enrolled in postsecondary education fell by between one-half and two-thirds of prereform levels (Brock, Nelson, & Reiter, 2002; Greenberg, Strawn & Plimpton, 2000;
Jones-DeWeever & Gault, 2006; Peterson, Song, & Jones-DeWeever 2002; United
States Department of Education, 1999).
Reductions in college attendance vary by state with those states counting
enrollment in postsecondary education as an approved work activity having higher rates

21

of college attendance. Although there is considerable heterogeneity across states, several
studies conducted since the passage of welfare reform in 1996 find the policy has
decreased women’s formal education and training including enrollment in college (Dave,
Reichman, Corman, & Dhiman, 2011; Jacobs and Winslow, 2003).
The erosion of college enrollment for welfare recipients may have become even
more pronounced under the Deficit Reduction Act (DRA) of 2005, which was the product
of the delayed reauthorization of PRWORA. The DRA raised states’ work participation
targets and narrowed the range of welfare-to-work activities that can be counted toward
those targets (Dave, Reichman & Corman, 2008). The DRA required states to create
procedures for verifying that the Work Participation Rate (WPR) was being met and to
establish internal controls to ensure that administrators were complying with the
procedures. Utilizing data from the U.S. Census Bureau’s Current Population Survey
(CPS) for years preceding and following welfare reform (1992-2001), researchers for the
National Bureau of Economic Research found “robust and convincing evidence “ (p. 37),
that federal welfare reform reduced college enrollment of high-school-educated, adult
unmarried mothers aged 24-49 by between 20 and 25 percent (Dave, Reichman, &
Corman, 2008). Thus, while the statistics are debated and vary due to state flexibility in
implementing the legislation, it is clear that access to college for welfare recipients
represents a significant barrier in a work-first environment where states are pressured to
shrink their welfare rolls quickly in order to maintain their eligibility for federal matching
funds.
In order to retain cash benefits and other supports such as child care assistance,
welfare-reliant women who had been enrolled in postsecondary institutions were
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pressured to leave college for work regardless of whether the work provided a family
sustaining income. Subsequently, restrictions against using TANF support for
postsecondary education resulted in lawsuits brought against city and state welfare
departments by organizations advocating for access to higher education for welfare
recipients (Fisher, 2003). Two years after the DRA went into effect, the U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) modified its position to include
postsecondary education for the purpose of vocational education, thus permitting
recipients to attend college full-time for 12 months without needing to combine school
and work (United States Department of Health and Human Services, 2008). Several
states reinstated previously existing higher education options for welfare recipients
although few retained the same level of support as they had prior to PRWORA.
Welfare Restructure: Devolution and Market Remedies
Although from the late 1960’s to the mid 1990’s welfare legislation increasingly
stressed moving welfare mothers to work in the labor force, it was The Personal
Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) of 1996 that ended
federal entitlement to government financial support and reframed welfare as a “market
relationship” where “one must now exchange labor for a benefit” (Weigt, 2006, p. 337).
The reorienting of welfare provision to work-first shifted state services, assets,
and functions to non-state sectors, especially the market (Morgen, 2001). Concurrently,
the traditional function and governance of welfare was decentralized with more authority
and discretion placed in the hands of states and local welfare organizations. The rationale
put forth by proponents of devolution assumed that the goals of the new welfare
legislation would be best achieved by allowing states discretion in how to use funds to
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design welfare-to-work programs that would be responsive to the needs of their localities.
However, as described below and elsewhere (Brodkin, 2006; Iversen, 2000; Ridzi, 2009;
Watkins-Hayes, 2009) the new flexibility and discretion granted to state and local
governments were constrained by the demand for accountability to work-first at the
federal level. No longer were states given federal funds to serve the number of eligible
recipients on their rolls. Instead states would be held to performance standards for
moving welfare recipients into the paid labor market. Failure to meet the performance
standards set in the federal legislation would result in financial penalties and a reduction
in matching federal funds. However, performance monitoring was skewed toward workfirst with few incentives or penalties for failure to provide appropriate access or for
monitoring the quality of employment and training received (Brodkin, 2006).
As a condition of continued receipt of federal money for TANF, states are
required to demonstrate ‘Maintenance of Effort’ (MOE) by spending an amount equal to
at least 80 percent of its 1994 expenditures on AFDC on TANF-related goals including
providing cash assistance, child care assistance and educational activities to increase
self-sufficiency , job training and work, promoting marriage, reducing out-of-wedlock
births and encouraging the formation of two-parent families (U.S. Government
Accountability Office,2012). This minimum percentage is reduced to 75 percent for any
year in which a state meets a TANF Work Participation Rate (WPR) of 50%.
The WPR is a measure of the proportion of TANF recipients who are engaged in
approved work activities. States can offset the 50% WPR requirement in two ways: by
spending more than the mandatory amount of their Maintenance of Effort (MOE) funds,
or by claiming a caseload reduction credit which gives states a 1 percentage point
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reduction in the WPR for the number of percentage points its caseload declined between
a specified base year and the current reporting year (Congressional Research Service,
2013). States faced little difficulty meeting their required Work Participation Rate
(WPR) during the economic boom years of the late 1990’s and early 2000’s as the most
employable welfare recipients left the rolls. Following this period when the majority of
the least employable TANF recipients were nearing their five-year limit, states and local
welfare offices began to find it difficult to meet to meet their WPR.
The Deficit Reduction Act (DRA) of 2005 included the reauthorization of the
Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) program and changed the calculation
of TANF’s caseload reduction credit so that as of October 1, 2006, adjustments to the
work participation rates are based on decreases in the average monthly caseload in the
previous year compared with FY 2005 caseloads rather than caseloads in FY 1994. The
idea behind the formula change was to encourage states to do a better job of placing
recipients into jobs. Since caseloads had already declined significantly by 2005, this
change made the caseload reduction credit more difficult to attain than prior to DRA. In
the post-2008 recession years, states wanting to maintain their federal matching funds
were hard-pressed to place recipients in approved work activities. The combined impact
of revisions to the formula for achieving caseload reduction credits and a depressed labor
market incentivized states to further reduce caseloads. The Commonwealth of
Pennsylvania, where this study took place, reported a caseload reduction credit of 30.7%
in FY 2013, thereby assuring matching federal funds if they achieved a Work
Participation Rate of just 19.3%. For FY 2014, Pennsylvania is claiming a caseload
reduction credit of 32.8% (Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, 2014).
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The DRA also increased penalties for failure to establish or comply with WPR
verification procedures. States could lose from 1 to 5 percent of their State Family
Assistance Grant (SFAG) if it was determined that they were not in compliance in a year.
The maximum penalty grows by 2% each subsequent year of non-compliance up to a
maximum of 21% of the SFAG (Deficit Reduction Act, 2006).
More generally, the flexibility provided by the PRWORA block grant funding
mechanism allowed states to redirect TANF/MOE funds to other areas of their state
budgets and to programs unrelated to low-income families or children (Schott, Pavetti, &
Finch, 2012).

TANF caseloads declined dramatically during the first few years of

welfare reform as the most employable recipients found jobs. Consequently, many states
shifted funding targeted for TANF and Maintenance of Effort (MOE) to work-related
support programs such as child care. The proportion of TANF/MOE funds diverted to
child care assistance for working recipients increased dramatically across all states from
5.4% in 1997 to 21% in 2000, but leveled off to between 18% and 19% until 2010 when
the proportion of TANF/MOE funds used for child care declined to 15% across the
nation.
Pennsylvania along with Illinois was an exception with more than 40% of their
TANF spending redirected to funding child care (Schott et al., 2012). With the onset of
the 2001 and 2008 recessions, many states including Pennsylvania found it difficult to
return those diverted funds to the TANF program, leaving them in the difficult position of
having to serve increasing numbers of poor families while maintaining a Work
Participation Rate that would guarantee continued TANF funding from the federal
government. Facing budget shortages, limited employment possibilities, and political
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pressure not to raise taxes, states like Pennsylvania that wanted to keep federal funding
flowing were pressured to restrict TANF benefits further to move people off the rolls and
into an approved work activity. As of July 2014 in Pennsylvania, 191,000 people -mostly
children - were on TANF. That number is down from 619,000 in 1994. (Figure 3).
Figure 3. Change in Pennsylvania TANF Recipients July, 1994 – July, 2014.
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Source: Chart created by author using data from the Pennsylvania Department of Public
Welfare. Medical Assistance, Food Stamps and Cash Assistance statistics reports, TANF
Data – August 2014. Retrieved from:
http://listserv.dpw.state.pa.us/Scripts/wa.exe?A2=ind14&L=ma-food-stamps-and-cashstats&T=0&F=&S=&P=28930
Welfare in the Age of Neoliberal Governance
Using Foucault’s notion of economy as “the appearance of new forms of
knowledge and power best understood as transformations of former disciplinary regimes”
(Cotoi, 2011, p.112), neoliberalism can be understood as altering existing knowledge and
relationships between citizens and the state along the lines of the market. Thus, in
contrast to the popular public understanding of the state and the private market as being
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distinct antagonistic entities, the analysis of neoliberalism’s impact on the college
opportunities of welfare-reliant mothers adopted in this study views the state not as being
weakened, but as altered to exploit state capacities and resources to meet the imperatives
of the market. Foucault reminds us that in practice neoliberalism does not manage
directly but governs by giving the impression that it is not governing at all but is ensuring
freedom from the state. Notably, this freedom is couched in terms of the ‘free’ market
where citizens are at liberty to adopt the self-governing behaviors that lead to their
freedom (Foucault, 2008, p. 63).
As further context for this study’s focus on educational support for welfare-reliant
women following welfare reform, I outline three aspects of neoliberalism that coalesce
with the discourses of dependency and work-first outlined in PRWORA: Neoliberal
Economics, Neoliberal Culture, and Neoliberal Governance.
Neoliberal Economics. The 1980’s were marked by the ascendancy of neoliberal
economic policy in the U.S. and the U.K. The economic arm of neoliberalism stresses
the importance of the free market as a remedy for society’s economic problems. Its
proponents support deregulating the economy, liberalizing trade, and dismantling the
public sector including education and social welfare (Hursh and Wall, 2008, MesserDavidow, 1993; Morgen, 2001). Mobilized by U.S. business interests to contain labor
costs and produce a more flexible and contingent workforce, neoliberal economic policies
have over time promoted the erosion of worker bargaining rights, the decline in
guaranteed pensions, the growth of income inequality, and diminished support for public
services including public welfare an public education.
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Similarly, over the last several decades, neoliberal logics have been incorporated
in postsecondary educational institutions. Colleges and universities have been
refashioned as enterprises with knowledge as a commodity to be invested in, bought and
sold, and evaluated based on the income they generate (Schugurensky, 2005). As market
systems have been implemented and educational services privatized, high stakes
standardized testing has increasingly been used as a means of holding teachers and
students accountable and test scores aggregated so that schools and communities can be
rated and compared with one another. The drive to demonstrate success via high stakes
performance measures has replaced an ideology of a “public good knowledge and
learning regime” with an “academic capitalist knowledge and learning regime”
(Slaughter & Rhoades, 2005) and increasingly takes decision-making about curriculum
away from faculty towards administrators who are obliged to demonstrate their ability to
generate revenue (Hursh & Wall, 2008). As McCoy (1998) points out, cost accounting
transforms what is accepted as knowledge by making profitable programs more visible.
She argues that “As deans, department chairpersons, faculty and union representatives
orient to this new visibility, the changes they introduce into their work routines bring
market relevancies into the local sites of college activity” (p. 395).
Historically, community colleges occupied a unique place in American higher
education as institutions charged with a mission to provide access to postsecondary
education for those who have traditionally been denied entry (Dowd, 2003; Shaw, Rab,
Mazzeo & Jacobs, 2006). However, since the 1980’s the mission of community colleges
has evolved from a focus on equity of access to a college degree to an increasing
emphasis on workforce preparation for the purpose of supplying business and industry
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with a trained workforce (Levin, 2001). Although community colleges have not been
directly involved in the development of the current welfare policy, they have been
especially affected by it given that they serve more low-income students than other
colleges.
Many community colleges such as the one chosen for this study have gained
recognition as sites of workforce-focused education (Iversen & Armstrong, 2006) and in
the process have developed significant ties to departments of public welfare and local
employers. Dowd (2003) suggests that these new partnerships signal a change in the role
of community colleges from “democratizing” institutions enabling higher education for
low-income students to sites of short-term degree programs linked to local business
interests. To the extent that these institutional partnerships are built on trust and shared
commitment to providing welfare-reliant students with the social, cultural and human
capital necessary and fitting to the unique challenges these student face, they represent a
promising economic mobility strategy (Iversen & Armstrong, p.203). There is however,
a concern that tying community college programming to welfare institutions will increase
the pressure for community colleges to demonstrate short-term performance-based
outcomes over preparation for longer term economic mobility. Central to the current
study’s use of IE is the notion that local sites of activity such as the community college
and the county assistance office are the spaces where discourses of personal
responsibility and dependency are activated and reinforced through relations, texts, and
quantifiable performance measures.
Neoliberal Culture. Accompanying the economic tenets of neoliberalism was a
concerted effort to refashion social mores in a way that would replace the previous era’s
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socially liberal culture with conservative sensibilities. This effort was anchored by a
public narrative that privileges the notion of individual responsibility over collective
obligation for the well-being of its citizens (Messer-Davidow, 1993; Reese, 2005; Ridzi,
2009). Smith (2005) describes neoliberalism as a ‘meta-discourse’ that no longer views
government support for basic needs as a right of citizenship but as a personal
shortcoming necessitating involvement in the private market as a disciplinary tool for
curing dependency and enforcing personal responsibility. In this context, poverty and
inequality are viewed as originating from a poor work ethic which engenders a
pathological dependency on the government best remedied by the discipline of paid
labor. Poverty as a consequence of economic policies or structural inequalities
engendered by neoliberal forces is deemphasized as an explanation.
The ideology and cultural message of neoliberalism are mobilized by the
discourses of dependency, personal responsibility, and self-sufficiency embedded in the
language, policy mandates, and institutional practices of PRWORA. The notion of
personal responsibility outlined in the new policy ties individuals’ morality to work in the
paid labor market thus distinguishing it from state and corporate responsibility and
rendering invisible other types of personal responsibility such as caring for children or
acquiring higher education. As the discourse of dependency became part of the popular
consciousness of everyday life, cultural notions of civil rights and economic equality
were refashioned through strategic and successful political campaigns to conform to the
tenets of neoliberalism (Bourdieu, 1998; McGuigan, 2005, Smith, 1999).
Poverty and receipt of welfare among poor mothers previously associated with an
explicitly racialized cultural construct of the black matriarchal family characterized by

31

Moynihan (1965) as a “tangle of pathology” became increasingly linked with detachment
from work in the labor market and the destruction of urban communities connected to
what Wilson (1978; 1990) described as an urban underclass. Race did not disappear from
the poverty discourse but instead was cloaked in a race-neutral narrative of risk,
deviance, laziness, and dependency (Lieberman, 1998; Reisch, 2006; Schram, Soss &
Fording, 2003). Without explicitly alluding to race, “The Welfare Queen” is the
embodiment of the poor, black, single mother whose pathological dependence on welfare
support is responsible for destroying the American way of life and passing a culture of
dependency to future generations (Cassiman, 2007; Fraser & Gordon, 1994; Huda, 2001).
Concurrent with social and economic changes and the increased stigma of
dependency for those not in the paid labor force was the infusion into mainstream thought
of the notion of poverty as an addiction (Fraser, 1989; Fraser and Gordon, 1994;
Marchevsky & Theoharis, 2006; Schram, 2012). Schram’s analysis credits conservative
business lobbies with promoting a moral panic to attack the welfare state during the
culture wars of the 1960s that has intensified to this day. Using “framing metaphors” that
are both moralizing and medicalizing, dependency increasingly became associated with
other addictions such as drug dependency: “To fight dependency was, in essence, to
fight a kind of substance abuse that led to unrestrained sexuality, drug problems, violent
crime, civic irresponsibility and even poverty itself" (p. 25). This type of crisis language
evokes fear and the need for immediate and extraordinary correctives to preserve societal
values. Much like the war on drugs, the crisis of dependency called for a new set of rules
emphasizing surveillance and a reluctance to provide aid in order to attack the root cause
of the pathology of the poor - dependence.
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Neoliberal Governance: The New Public Management. The restructuring of
public services to conform to market imperatives, has been coined the New Public
Management (NPM). An operational framework that gained prominence in the
early1980’s, NPM was perceived to remedy the inefficiencies of the public sector
through the use of private sector values and practices. The key components of NPM are a
focus on continuous improvement in efficiency, an imperative to use technologies to
produce quantifiable performance measures, the increased use of non-state actors from
the private sector, and a labor force disciplined to be accountable to business-oriented
principles of service delivery (Davies and Leonard, 2004; Dias and Maynard-Moody,
2006; Ward, 2010).
Under PRWORA, welfare operations were restructured to conform to the
principles of NPM. Prior to the 1996 legislation the primary mission of welfare
programs was to determine the eligibility of applicants for financial support and to ensure
funds were available to those who were deemed to need them.

However, the move

toward mandated employment for welfare recipients had been evolving over a period of
30 years beginning in 1967 with the Work Incentive Program (WIN) and followed by the
Job Opportunity and Basic Skills (JOBS) in 1988, both of which increased the link
between welfare aid and work obligations. By the mid-1990s state-specific federal
waivers for experimental welfare programs had been implemented in 27 states (Schoeni
& Blank, 2000). These waiver programs differed in focus but typically involved
expanded work requirements and supports, time limits on receipt of welfare benefits, and
sanctions on recipients who did not meet work mandates, or who had children while on
welfare. It wasn’t until PRWORA in 1996 however, that the drive to move recipients off
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welfare caseloads and into work in the paid labor market took a dramatic turn by ending
the entitlement to welfare benefits, placing a 5-year lifetime limit on receipt of cash aid,
and requiring employment regardless of the age of the recipient’s children. This shift to a
more work-oriented assistance system transformed the culture and organization of
welfare offices and the skills demanded of front line workers.
A hallmark of NPM is a reliance on performance management through auditing
and the use of benchmarks as tools for monitoring adherence to policy mandates and
establishing accountability in the provision of public services. Existing systems of
tracking eligibility for welfare benefits were replaced with computer systems designed to
capture compliance with the new policy mandates by linking specific activity codes to
work-first performance benchmarks. It has been argued that as the use of auditing and
standardization as methods for driving efficiency, calculability, predictability, and control
have proliferated under NPM, many public sector occupations have been routinized and
thus downgraded from professional to technical activities (Ritzer, 2012).
The trend toward de-professionalization in welfare administration is not entirely
new. It had been evolving since the 1970’s as social workers were being replaced with
less educated welfare workers in an effort to exert greater control over the distribution of
public assistance benefits (Brodkin, 2007, p.4). Nevertheless, managerial reforms
introduced with welfare reform hastened the de-skilling of welfare workers. In his study
of front-line work-first workers in New York State, Ridzi (2009, p.71) points to the
diverse staff that make up the transformed welfare department, as being comprised of
workers “off the street” and “clients turned caseworkers”(p.159) hired after completing
their own workfare internships. The de-skilling of the welfare workforce coupled with

34

the engagement of private contractors, and a reliance on performance monitoring has
transformed the landscape of local welfare offices from public service organizations to
quasi-business, public-private entities.
The shift from professional to technical functions has reshaped the nature of
relationships between welfare workers and welfare recipients. Researchers of welfare
office restructuring note that the initial optimism caseworkers had that the introduction of
work-first would allow them to be more like social workers involved with their clients’
lives has not come to pass in the restructured welfare environment (Brodkin, 2011;
Morgen, 2001; Pearson, 2007; Ridzi, 2004; Watkins-Hayes, 2009). In her study of the
agency of front line welfare workers in Oregon after the implementation of PRWORA,
Morgen (2001) cites a caseworker who expresses this frustration: “We don’t have enough
time to appropriately case manage these clients … I had the illusion that I was going to
be able to really work with these clients, but it is dwindling away” (p.757). The
experience of women in the current study accords with this notion of diminished
individual relations with local welfare workers: “I'm not personal with my caseworkers
‘cause I don't really know them. Like I had just gotten a new case worker and I think her
name's Miss something, something with a W.” (SP, March 20, 2013).
Growth of Intermediaries in Workforce Development
The rapid turnaround for transforming the existing welfare organizational
structure along with substantial funding for implementation in the first two years of
PRWORA resulted in the increased use of non-profit and for-profit contract workers to
quickly move welfare recipients into the workforce (Pavetti, Derr, Anderson, Trippe &
Paschal, 2001). As a result, states transferred much of the job placement and training
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functions to intermediary organizations which can be described as: “Organizations that
have responsibility for linking TANF recipients with jobs through a formal relationship
with the state or local entity responsible for the administration of TANF or welfare-towork employment programs” (p.65). Relevant to the current study, there are two types of
intermediaries: primary intermediaries, which operate job search and placement, and
secondary intermediaries which provide education, training and other specialized or
ancillary support.
In Pennsylvania the reformed welfare structure is comprised of three
intermediaries: a primary job placement intermediary, called the Employment
Advancement, and Retention Network (EARN), a secondary education intermediary
called the Keystone Education Yields Success (KEYS) program, and a secondary legal
advocacy intermediary, the Community Justice Project (CJP). It is important to note that
initially the EARN program was the only intermediary providing job placement and
limited skills training for TANF recipients. The KEYS program was added to the
existing configuration in 2004 to provide postsecondary education through the fourteen
community colleges in the Commonwealth. The Community Justice Project was
involved in the development of KEYS and serves as legal liaison between EARN and
KEYS. Each of these entities is described below.
Pennsylvania’s work-first primary intermediary: EARN. As is the case in
other states, applicants for welfare services in Pennsylvania now have one case worker
for non-TANF support such as food stamps (SNAP) and Medical Assistance and another
for administering job placement and TANF cash assistance activities. In Pennsylvania,
applicants for cash assistance are referred to the (EARN) program where they will meet a
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RESET worker, an acronym for the Road to Economic Self-Sufficiency through
Employment and Training. In Pennsylvania RESET workers are employed by private or
non-profit contractors engaged by the Department of Labor and Industry with funding
from the Department of Public Welfare for the purpose of implementing work support
activities of the EARN program. The Pennsylvania Department of Labor and Industry
describes EARN’s goals and services this way:
“The purpose of EARN is to address the needs of welfare and low-income
individuals with serious barriers to gaining and maintaining employment by
providing comprehensive case management, remediation, education with special
emphasis on individuals with limited English proficiency, skills training, work
activities, job placement and retention activities, as well as providing supportive
services, including payment for childcare” (Commonwealth of Pennsylvania,
Dept. of Labor and Industry, 2013).
The primary function of EARN contractors is to prepare and connect welfare
recipients with jobs. As such, their tasks are different from caseworkers in the County
Assistance Office whose function it is to authorize or sanction welfare benefits such as
TANF case assistance, childcare subsidies, housing vouchers, SNAP and Special
Allowances (SPALs). Both EARN contractors and caseworkers are required to document
the activities of welfare recipients through a computer system created for tracking workfirst activities. The Comprehensive Workforce Development System (CWDS)
automatically assesses compliance with work-first mandates through the use of codes
representing allowable work-related activities set forth in the federal TANF legislation
(Appendix C). Each service activity is limited to a specified number of weeks or months
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and must be entered on the contractor’s Activity Compliance Report. For example,
EARN clients can participate in job search (Code 42) for a maximum of twelve weeks
after which time they are expected to be in an approved employment activity.
EARN contractors are compensated under the pay-for-performance (P4P) model.
This model is a common NPM payment technique popular in health plans and other
government programs as a way to incentivize providers to meet certain quotas that are
deemed to meet outcomes of interest. EARN contractors are remunerated for the number
of clients they place and retain in approved employment activities for a minimum of 20
hours per week.
College education secondary intermediary: KEYS. The main secondary
intermediary in this study is the Keystone Education Yields Success (KEYS) college
support program was created in 2004 under the governorship of Democrat Ed Rendell
whose term ran from January 2003 until January 2011. The program is funded and
administered by the Department of Public Welfare (DPW) for TANF recipients and a
limited number of SNAP-only recipients attending one of Pennsylvania’s 14 community
colleges. KEYS provides monetary support called Special Allowances (SPALs) for
college-related expenses including allotments for books and transportation. The program
does not provide tuition assistance and students must apply for financial aid to cover their
tuition. KEYS participants are also eligible for benefits received under the TANF
program such as cash assistance, food stamps, child care, medical, and housing assistance
as long as they comply with the TANF and KEYS requirements.
KEYS is organized along a case management model such that each community
college has a KEYS Director and one or more facilitators employed by the college who
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serve as intermediaries between the student and the local welfare office to support the
students’ progress through their postsecondary education while maintaining their
compliance with welfare regulations. The majority of the KEYS staff hold master’s level
degrees in educational psychology, career counseling, and clinical social work. Like
EARN contractors, KEYS staff are responsible for providing compliance reports on each
enrolled student to the local county assistance office. In this capacity, the KEYS
facilitators assist participants with the documentation and verification requirements that
DPW uses for monitoring participants’ progress and compliance.
When KEYS was first created in 2004, the period of time welfare recipients could
include postsecondary education for vocational education was extended from the 12
month limit set by the federal DRA to 24 months plus another 6 months up front for
academic assessment, preparation for chosen course of study, and career and financial
counseling. This meant that a KEYS student would not be required to meet the mandated
work hours under TANF for 30 months if she remained in good standing in both the
TANF and KEYS programs. This design reflects the original goal of providing financial
and academic support toward the completion of an Associate’s Degree.
Legal intermediary: The Community Justice Project (CJP). As background,
the Community Justice Project (CJP) is a non-profit, public interest law firm that is part
of the Pennsylvania Legal Aid Network. CJP’s primary mission is to protect and expand
the civil rights of poor families and low-wage workers. CJP specializes in class action
litigation and advocacy in local communities, state government, and the legislature
through engagement in partnerships with other legal services organizations and
community groups to challenge policies and practices that cause hardship to low-income

39

people in Pennsylvania, except in Philadelphia where such cases are handled by
Community Legal Services (CJP, 2012. Accessed from
http://www.communityjusticeproject.org/ .
Specific to this study, the CJP was involved in the KEYS start-up planning and
provides legal oversight and advocates for KEYS students when needed. The CJP
coordinates advocacy activities through a parent advocacy organization, Success Against
All Odds, formed in the early 1990s by a group of Head Start parents working on policy
issues that impact access to postsecondary education for welfare-reliant parents. CJP
helps KEYS directors and facilitators navigate the legally complex welfare regulations
relating to access to the KEYS program and to the benefits recipient students are entitled
to once enrolled in the program. In several situations noted in the current study CJP
intervened on behalf of KEYS students who were impacted by inappropriate application
of welfare policy. The CJP also works with state administrators to craft legislation that
promotes postsecondary education for welfare recipients.
Over the course of this study, EARN, KEYS and CJP were charged with
achieving divergent and often conflicting goals in a shifting policy context of poverty
governance in Pennsylvania. How and how well this configuration works to link welfarereliant women seeking a college degree to the supports they need to succeed is the focus
of this study.
Welfare Retrenchment in Pennsylvania
Governor Rendell’s successor, Republican Tom Corbett assumed office in
January 2011. The new governor’s hard line on spending, and welfare spending in
particular, was underscored by his appointment of Gary Alexander as the new DPW
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Secretary. During his tenure as Secretary of Health and Human Services in Rhode Island,
Alexander transformed that department into a performance-driven system and the cash
assistance program to a strict focus on work-first, which resulted in a reduction of 30% in
that state’s welfare population.
Pennsylvania’s State Plan for TANF expressly states goals for the program in
terms of limited notions of personal responsibility, self-sufficiency, and ending
dependency. Section III of the Commonwealth’s State Plan lists the Program Goals as
designed to: 1. Promote Personal Responsibility; 2. Ensure Participation in Work or
Work-related Activities; 3. Move Recipients into Jobs; 4. Provide Work Incentives and
Supports; 5. Break the Cycle of Dependency Through Education; 6. Strengthen Families
and Support Children; 7. Simplify Program Administration (Pennsylvania Department of
Public Welfare, Oct 1, 2011, Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, Temporary Assistance for
Needy Families State Plan, 2-3).
The state legislature under the Corbett administration introduced a series of five
proposals imposing new restrictions on benefits for all TANF recipients. The initiative,
“WelFAIR” (Fairness, Accountability, Integrity and Responsibility) was focused on
finding and eliminating ‘waste, fraud, and abuse’ in the welfare program, a phrase that
became the DPWs signature tag line on its written, web, and email correspondence. The
initiative included 1) drug testing for welfare applicants previously convicted of a drug
felony (HB1297); 2) conversion of the Special Allowance grant program (SPALs) which
provides assistance to TANF recipients for welfare-to-work supports such as
transportation, work clothes, union dues, professional fees, and other professional
supplies, to a loan that recipients would have to pay back (HB 1312); 3) reduction in
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annual and lifetime limits on SPALs payments for work-related activities (HB 960); 4)
increase in penalties for welfare fraud and removal of such cases from district justice
court (HB1251); 5) creation of a database to cross-reference recipient families’
movement from county and set grant amount to that of county of permanent residence
(HB1261).

http://www.pagoppolicy.com/NewsItem.aspx?NewsID=11203.

An attempt by the Pennsylvania DPW in February 2012 to alter what counts as
‘good cause’ for not complying with work mandates exemplifies the important role of the
Community Justice Project (CJP) in mitigating potentially detrimental welfare policy
restrictions for KEYS students. Prior to 2012, Title 55 of the Public Welfare Rules and
Regulations for the RESET program permitted penalties to be imposed on recipients who
‘willfully’ failed to comply with RESET due to transportation-related reasons. The
proposed amendment modified the language to indicate ‘non-willful’ failure to comply
shall result in ineligibility for the family (Proposed 55 Pa. Code §165.61(g)). This meant
that an entire family could lose benefits if a mother was late to a required welfare-towork program through no fault of her own for example if her car breaks down, or a bus is
late, or she encounters a traffic tie-up. This was just one of the proposed amendments to
Title 55 that CJP submitted objections. The outcome of CJP’s protest of this particular
proposed amendment was that it was deleted from the final rules and regulations.
In July 2012 Pennsylvania adopted a statutory rule that requires applicants to
provide proof that they applied for three jobs before having their application for TANF
benefits approved. Since the CAO has thirty days to make an eligibility determination,
the requirement to search for three jobs per week could mean the applicant would be
responsible for applying for twelve jobs while her application is pending. Interpretation
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of this requirement varies with some CAOs permitting online searching and others
requiring a signature from the potential employer. The fact that in many cases TANF
applicants need child care in order to search for employment is not considered.
Confusion around this new rule has been exacerbated by the elimination of a screening
interview which previously served as an opportunity for an applicant to meet with a
caseworker and have this and other rules explained before submitting an application for
benefits. During the screening interview a caseworker was required to inform an
applicant of exemptions from the pre-approval work search due to domestic violence or
disability and give the applicant instructions for claiming these exemptions. Once the
screening interview was eliminated however, the opportunity to have the rule and
exemptions explained were no longer available. The Job Application Report is in the
packet of materials an applicant is given and a sentence noting exemption for ‘good
cause’ is noted at the bottom of the form. But, without an explanation of what is meant
by ‘good cause’ or an opportunity to ask this and other questions about the 22-page
Application for TANF benefits it is likely that many applicants would report for their
application interview without this verification. If a person came to their application
interview without verification or with improper verification their application would be
denied. The applicant could reapply, but the CAO then had another 30 days to approve
the reapplication. The pre-approval work search rule coincides with an spike in denials
for cash welfare over previous years, with as many as eight of every ten applications for
cash welfare being denied in 2013 (Giammarise, Post-Gazette Harrisburg Bureau April
20,2014; Lubrano, Associated Press, Sept 18, 2013).
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Although women in the current study were not subject to this new rule since they
applied for welfare and KEYS prior to the new ruling, the pre-approval work search
requirement reflects ongoing activities aimed at diverting applicants from applying for
benefits. Advocates from CJP and other agencies have developed a new Job Application
Report with wording that clarifies acceptable criteria the pre-approval work search
requirements and what is meant by good cause and have been working with the Director
of The Bureau of Policy to move it through the approval process (P.Z., May 24, 2013).
The efforts noted above to limit supports for all TANF recipients characterize the
antagonistic environment for poor Pennsylvanians during the post-welfare reform, workfirst context. Although many of the proposed regulations were tempered by the vigilance
and intervention of advocates such as CJP, the symbolic messaging that welfare
recipients should be treated with suspicion and monitored to guard against their
inclination to abuse the system was carried from the state level administrators to
managers and caseworkers in local county assistance offices with whom recipients
engage in their efforts to secure aid.
Impact of Retrenchment on KEYS Program. In addition to the legislative
proposals introduced in 2011 under the ‘WelFAIR’ Initiative that applied to all TANF
recipients, the Pennsylvania House GOP Policy Committee authorized several changes to
TANF’s education policy that restricted the KEYS program as originally implemented
under Governor Rendell. The most critical of these changes was the reorienting of KEYS
as a program primarily designed for students enrolled in short-term programs lasting no
more than 12 months. This rule reduced the period of time a KEYS student could count
their college attendance as an approved core activity from 24 to 12 months. After 12
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months KEYS students are required to supplement their college education with 20/30
hours of work per week (depending on the age of their youngest child) in order to
continue to receive TANF benefits. In 2012, a performance standard was added
requiring the community colleges to enroll at least 50% of TANF students in programs
lasting no more than 12 months.
A second change affected KEYS students who were SNAP-only (not receiving
TANF). Unlike TANF recipients who can stay in KEYS and continue to receive Special
Allowances (for books, transportation, child care) after using up their 12 months of
vocational education as long as they added 20 or 30 hours of approved work activity,
SNAP-only students were now only eligible for the Special Allowances for 12 months
regardless of their KEYS or work status. Other restrictions under the 2012, “WelFair”
legislation relating to KEYS access and supports such as the curtailment of the book
allowance from $2,000 per year to $1,000 lifetime; denying special allowances (SPALs)
to welfare recipients who registered for classes before signing the Agreement of Mutual
Responsibility; and effective July 1, 2011, prohibiting any referrals from EARN to
KEYS, created challenges for current and prospective students as well as KEYS directors
and facilitators. The Community Justice Project attorneys appealed several of these and
achieved reversals of the last two rulings. However, the appeal process took several
months and in the words of a CJP attorney, was ‘like unringing a bell’, in that the
perception that the state was not in favor of college education for welfare recipients had
been incorporated into the culture of the local welfare offices (P.Z., personal
communication, November 18, 2012).
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Symbolic Impact of Retrenchment: A Shift in Focus.

Policy changes

implemented in fiscal years 2011, 2012, 2013, and 2014 not only contributed to
confusion about who is eligible for KEYS but provoked a shift in thinking about the
place of college education in the Commonwealth’s welfare policy priorities. The
majority of the KEYS directors and facilitators have advanced professional training in
educational services and thus view their work in the program primarily as providers of
academic support and guidance to welfare-reliant students, and secondarily as liaisons
between the program and the county assistance office. However, KEYS facilitators in
this study report that much-needed academic and personal guidance have taken a back
seat to the increasingly burdensome administrative duties of documenting compliance
with welfare policy mandates. Those who have been with the program before the policy
changes were implemented expressed concern that the administrative practices
accompanying the newer regulations took time away from being able to adequately
counsel the students in areas they felt were critical to success in college.
In their Comments on DPW’s 2012-13 KEYS Program Manual the Community
Justice Project (CJP) advocates argued that the performance benchmark of 75% of
students in programs lasting 12 month or less re-defined the KEYS program as being
primarily designed for students taking short-term programs and suggests that the DPW
intended to replace two-year degrees with certificate programs. CJP also pointed out that
“many of these certificate and short-term programs are non-credit bearing and therefore
do not normally qualify for financial aid” (p.3). Understandably, TANF parents whose
incomes are less than 25% of the federal poverty line will face extreme difficulty
affording community college tuition (~$4,200/year) on their own.
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In their study of current and former student-parents seeking post-secondary
education while receiving welfare, Jones-DeWeever and Gault (2006) found that
vocational certificate programs needed to be at least 30 units in length to yield earnings
levels greater than $15,000 by the second year out of school. Given that mothers
receiving welfare generally need to take remedial coursework before beginning a
vocational program in community college, their benefits under the KEYS program would
expire before they were able to reach 30 credits in their chosen field.
Conclusion
Whether welfare retrenchment in Pennsylvania is viewed practically or
symbolically, the impact on the KEYS program and welfare-reliant mothers has been
significant. When Governor Rendell left office in 2011 there were 1,010 TANF and
SNAP recipients enrolled in KEYS. By August 2013 when the study ended, statewide
KEYS enrollment was 556 students, a decrease of 45% in three years. In the community
college where this study took place there were 110 KEYS students in 2010 and 49
students in August 2013.

47

Chapter 2: Approaching the Study
Discipline may be identified neither with an institution nor with an apparatus; it is a type
of power, a modality for its exercise, comprising a whole set of instruments, techniques,
procedures, levels of application, targets; it is a ‘physics’ or an ‘anatomy’ of power, a
technology (Foucault, 1979, p. 215).
In this chapter I describe the sensitizing concepts I chose for the study along with
a discussion of how these are useful in exploring ways in which welfare-reliant mothers
navigate the discourse of dependency in their attempt to obtain a college degree after
welfare reform. I draw primarily from two scholars, Dorothy Smith and Michel Foucault
whose works are linked by their emphasis on micro institutional practices as tools for
examining the logic, mechanisms and micro dynamics of power that shape individuals
and organize what comes to be accepted as knowledge. Both scholars highlight modes of
organizing society and the continuities and disjunctures among ideas and practices of a
field – in the present case two fields: the field of work-first poverty governance and the
field of higher education.
My approach is first informed by the work of Canadian sociologist Dorothy Smith
who developed a strategy of empirically investigating the linkages across the local
settings people encounter in their everyday lives with the ultimate goal of understanding
how people’s daily lives and problems are organized socially and institutionally
(Mykhalovskiy & McCoy, 2002). This mode of inquiry, which Smith (1987) calls
Institutional Ethnography (IE), examines the ways in which people’s activities are
coordinated across multiple sites in order to critically explore how knowledge is
produced and power is enacted. IE is a form of critical inquiry that draws on Marxist and
feminist theorizing in the sense that it investigates how things actually work by starting
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with the material and concrete circumstances of people’s lives (Carroll, 2006; Marx &
Engels, 1846/1970).
IE is not a structured technique per se but an anti-positivist form of inquiry that
aims to extend our ordinary knowledge of people’s experience into reaches of powers and
relations that are beyond them. Appelrouth and Edles (2011) describe IE as “a method of
elucidating and examining the relationship between everyday activities and experiences
and larger institutional imperatives” (p. 322). An explicitly social justice and feminist
epistemological approach, IE explores the trans-local relations in which people’s local
activities are organized by examining the interactions, texts, discourses, and physical
spaces in which subjectivity is fashioned but largely unacknowledged (Smith,2006) as a
means to address social problems. The analytical goal of IE is clarification rather than
theory building and analysis is meant to be usable in the way that a map can be used to
find one’s way from where one is to where one is trying to end up.
The starting point in IE research is peoples’ everyday practices which provide
clues about the coordination of people’s lives and how society works. Although the
research originates from individual accounts, the aim is to uncover details about how
people’s immediate world is connected to organizing practices and ideologies beyond
that which is experienced in the local environment. For instance, this study describes how
the work done by the women, welfare caseworkers, and KEYS staff in the local setting is
derived by standard practices and mandates operating at the state and federal levels.
Thus, the objects of IE research are not the people themselves but the
institutional processes people encounter that illustrate how things are socially organized
to occur as they do. This process should not be confused with a concern for the
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subjective feelings or perspectives of the women, nor is it intended to indict welfare
agencies or to glorify the women or KEYS program. Rather, it is focused on situating the
everyday experience as the point of entry of investigation (Smith, 2005, p. 10). From this
perspective, methods that analyze the social organization of the taken-for-granted
knowledge of everyday life are relevant and can reveal the ruling relations at work in
people’s lives (Campbell & Gregor, 2004, pp 88-91). The point here is to show how
people in one place are aligning their activities with relevancies produced elsewhere in
order to illuminate the coordinating processes that orient the local experience to broader
institutional interests (DeVault, 2006). In this study those relevancies are the mandates
of the work-first welfare policy that must be followed for the women to attend college
and keep their welfare benefits.
Conceptually, IE employs methods that allow us to redefine what we do and what
we know and in the process uncovers the ideological work of the institution and the
social organization of knowledge. DeVault (2006) notes that a common feature of IE is
the recognition that institutional ideologies, such as personal responsibility and
dependency shaping welfare practices, typically acknowledge some kinds of work and
not others. It is for this reason that IE pays attention to all the work that is done in the
setting and observes which activities are recognized and accounted for institutionally and
which are not (p.294). Accordingly, IE takes the stance that knowledge originates from
the standpoint of study participants rather than from a theoretical model. In this manner
IE points to solutions that involve explicating the process of knowledge production rather
than ‘fixing’ the woman.
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By investigating how things work Institutional Ethnography provides a way to
think about how the abstract measures and outcomes, such as caseload reductions found
in studies of welfare reform policy are put together and presented as knowledge. As such,
I have chosen IE as the primary strategy for explaining the structures and mechanisms
that organize the world of welfare-reliant mothers who are trying to obtain a college
education fifteen years after welfare reform was enacted.
Selected Concepts Relevant to the Study
Power and Ruling Relations. Among the key principles found in Smith’s and
Foucault’s work are the concepts of power and ruling relations. Smith uses the term
‘ruling’ broadly to describe the socially-organized exercise of power and ‘ruling
relations’ as distinctive modes of organizing society Smith (1987; 1990; 2005). Rather
than being modes of visible domination, ruling relations are forms of consciousness and
institutional organization that coordinate local everyday worlds. Importantly for both
Smith and Foucault, power is exercised rather than possessed and thus is largely
invisible. Consequently, to observe power one must examine the mechanisms of its
expression: the instruments, application, and technologies of power. These mechanisms
or ‘disciplines’ are those techniques of power that regulate the organization of space,
time, and people’s activities through complex systems of surveillance carried out on the
micro/everyday level, the purpose of which is to train the subject (the welfare-reliant
mother in this case) to fit within the social body.
Critically for Smith, ruling relations are constituted externally (‘extralocally’)
but organize and control local social ruling relations. They include the complex of
discourses, scientific, technical, and cultural, that intersect, interpenetrate, and coordinate
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the multiple sites of ruling (Smith, 2000, p.6). Thus IE purposely transcends the direct
experience of the everyday world to reveal the links that exist between the everyday and
the larger policy structure that shapes them. Although Foucault does not emphasize the
coordinating aspect of ‘power relations’ across multiple sites to the extent Smith does, he
does perceive power as ubiquitous rather than something that is statically possessed and
exerted. For both Smith and Foucault, power is activated and resisted through day to day
interactions between people and institutions. However, Foucault is more concerned with
how power is resisted (Foucault, 1982) than Smith who emphasizes the oppressive and
marginalizing aspects of ruling. In this respect, Foucault’s notion of resistance is an
important addition to this study in that the activities of women who are seeking to extend
their education as well as the KEYS program itself can be viewed as forms of resistance
to work-first welfare policy and low-wage work.
Smith and Foucault note several observable mechanisms that reveal the social and
institutional organization of power and ruling relations. Among those most relevant to
this study are Institutions, Discourse, Texts, and Technologies. These are summarized
below.
Institutions. The definition of an institution in IE departs from the familiar
understanding of an institution as a bounded organization or structure such as a hospital,
a market, or in the case of this study a community college or a county assistance office.
For Smith, institutions are “complexes embedded in the ruling relations that are organized
around a distinctive function such as education or health care” (D. Smith, 2005, p. 225).
Thus, the researcher’s attention is directed “to coordinated and intersecting work
processes taking place in multiple sites” (DeVault & McCoy, 2006, p. 17).
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Like Smith’s ‘complexes of ruling relations’ Foucault refers to institutions as
webs of power…apparatuses of organized, political authority that serve as sites where
governing techniques are expressed (Foucault, 1991). It follows that both Smith and
Foucault concur that the expression of power is observable only in the micro level
institutional practices carried out every day. Accordingly, one can best examine the
intersections of public welfare and the KEYS college support program through the
examination of the activities that take place every day and the texts and social relations
that coordinate them. It is this coordination and intersection of activities as well as the
discourses produced and circulated that are organized around specific functions (i.e., the
provision of welfare, engagement in college education) that comprise an institution
(Smith, 1987).
This study examined a particular institutional complex providing college
education for welfare-reliant mothers in Pennsylvania after welfare reform and therefore
involves two local sites of activity: the local county assistance office (CAO) and the
local community college. Consistent with IE’s emphasis on translocal coordination, my
inquiry expands the welfare/education institutional complex past description of the
practices found locally by following this activity upward to the state and federal extralocal sites that specify the mandates of the legislation and shape local practices.
Discourse. An important dimension in the understanding of ruling relations,
discourse as used in IE is in many respects comparable to Michel Foucault’s (1972)
understanding of discourse as a type of disciplining modality for making useful
individuals. Discourse for both Smith and Foucault is the way in which people’s
subjectivities are coordinated through conventionally regulated language and practice and
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in this sense is central to understanding the ways in which power is enacted within the
context of neoliberalism and the New Public Management.
Attention to language as a source of power that has the capacity to manipulate
what comes to be accepted as knowledge is essential to an understanding of the
institutional logics and persistence of the work-first ideology. The language of personal
responsibility and dependency mobilized by political actors during welfare reform’s
legislative debates formed the ideological frames that justified the “need to reform”
(Covington & Spriggs, 2004). These frames became the conceptual currency for an
understanding of what it means to be dependent, and in the process restructured our
perception of difference in market-oriented terms (Fairclough, 2002; Fraser & Gordon,
1994; Smith, 1990).
Through the repeated use of what Foucault understood as binary systems of
language these ideas became embedded in welfare policy in a manner that gives the
policy a sense of being the natural state of things, and remedies to cure dependency as
being the only appropriate action. Thus, discourses of personal responsibility and
dependency that assist in the management of neoliberal welfare governance operate as
disciplinary tools for teaching appropriate behaviors and ultimately producing Foucault’s
self-disciplining subject. In the neoliberal era the personally responsible subject is the
individual who is willing to engage in paid labor regardless of the financial or personal
risk involved in doing so, thereby shedding her dependence on government support.
Similarly, the transition from referring to welfare recipients as ‘clients’ to
‘consumers’ or ‘customers’ signals a change from a more reciprocal understanding of the
relationship of the welfare recipient and the welfare institution to a market-related

54

understanding of this relationship where recipients are perceived primarily as users of
public goods. This linguistic shift is commonplace terminology in public administration
and social science research under the New Public Managerialism.
While both Smith and Foucault acknowledge discourse as a co-constructed
activity, Smith’s understanding of the power of discourse differs from Foucault’s concept
of subjectification in that she understands discourse as “originating in, and existing only
because of people’s participation in textually-mediated social relations in particular ways
and at particular times” (Bisaillon, 2012, p. 611). This is an important distinction for the
current study in that it underscores how the women’s participation in contractual
agreements such as the Agreement of Mutual Responsibility and the Employment
Development Plan in order to secure entry to college and persist there while receiving
welfare support, depends in part on their acceptance of and participation in their own
dependency.
Texts. Foucault speaks of the defining power of documents “to classify, to form
categories, to determine averages, to fix norms” that reduce the individual to “an
analyzable object – a case” to be measured and compared with others (Foucault, 1979, p.
190). For Smith, discourses embodied in regulatory texts exemplify the official forms of
organizational knowledge that aid the work of the organization but often do not reflect
the reality on the ground.
In IE texts are seen not only as static documents that render individuals visible as
objects but as mechanisms capable of activating and shaping the experience of those who
come in contact with them in specific ways (Bisaillon, 2012; Mykhalovskiy, 2002; Smith
& Turner, 2014). Accordingly, texts do not possess agency in and of themselves but
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become activated when used. As such, texts are important and taken-for-granted
instruments used in human service organizations such as the local welfare office where
people are ‘processed’ (Campbell & Gregor, 2004; Ridzi, 2003). In contemporary
Western society ruling relations operate through medical records, employment files and
in the case of the current study, federal and state policies, contracts, agreements, and
program procedure manuals whether on paper or as digital codes that represent the
activities of mothers in KEYS and which they must accept and engage in to attend
college while receiving welfare support.
Smith (2005) directs the IE researcher to examine texts “for the ways they
mediate relations of ruling and organize what can be said and done” (p.45). Accordingly,
the examination of textual data at both the local and extralocal levels is essential to an IE
investigation in order to account for the specific configuration of experience of those
whose accounts are being investigated. The text of the PRWORA embodies a replicable
narrative of what it means to be personally responsible that can be carried from one site
to another, thereby entering into, organizing, shaping, and coordinating people’s activities
and they participate in relations of ruling. Texts reviewed in the current study include
federal and Pennsylvania welfare legislation, records of legislative debates, procedure
manuals, contracts used in the process of applying for welfare benefits, and digital codes
used to capture KEYS students’ compliance with welfare regulations.
Technologies of Power. A central disciplining modality in Foucault’s work is
the Panopticon - an architectural form that facilitates the constant observation of the
inmate as well as being an individualized physical enclosure so that people are trapped by
both their visibility and their isolation from the outside and from each other. As a
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mechanism, the Panopticon with its central observation tower permits inmates to be
constantly observed and ensures the efficient operation of the prison power relations.
The ultimate effect of the Panopticon as a disciplinary tool is that it allows power to
function automatically by making those being observed conscious of their visibility
thereby internalizing the desired behavior (Foucault, 1979). Moreover, the
internalization of norms of behavior makes the practice of power itself less visible and
seemingly natural and legitimate.
Panoptic surveillance can be integrated into every form of modern life, including
the welfare office where agreements that recipients must enter into as a requirement for
applying for aid replace the physical architecture of surveillance and judgment (Moffatt
1999). Activities of welfare workers are also monitored to ensure their compliance with
behaviors that will produce the measurable outcomes to support continued funding under
the PRWORA mandates. This surveillance reshapes the discretionary practices available
to them in their interactions with welfare applicants and recipients in a way that
prioritizes attainment of work-first quotas (Brodkin, 2006; Moffatt, 2002; Ridzi, 2004,
Schram & Silverman, 2012).

From the IE perspective, these interactions and the texts

that guide them engage the women in relations and practices that create participation in
and acceptance of their social position (DeVault, 1992; DeVault and McCoy, 2002).
In the New Public Management’s drive toward efficiency and optimization of
practice, surveillance is carried out through the use of digital tools that capture
compliance with welfare regulations. Advances in digital technology have made personal
information highly visible and accessible to government institutions through data mining
practices that connect information from a multitude of government and commercial
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sources and can physically locate individuals through GPS technology. Panoptic
surveillance of unique individuals extends the reach of observation to multiple sites by
disassembling and reassembling information that has been captured via established digital
codes in ways that serve institutional interests (Ericson & Haggerty, 2006, p. 4). To
assess the success of the new welfare system, performance indicators such as the Work
Participation Rate at the federal level and work-first (EARN) and KEYS Activity Codes
at the state level were developed as benchmarks of compliance to the policy. These
performance indicators reflect the distilled activities of both front line workers and
welfare recipients and convert the embodied experience of applicants to measures of
accountability to the policy while leaving the work involved in producing these measures
invisible.
In their recent work examining performance indicators from the standpoint of
front line workers in several public institutions, Griffith and Smith (2014) describe
“accountability circuits” that bind front line work and workers into higher level
standardized categories and concepts of the institution. Organized within such things as
performance indicators, benchmarks, standards, and ‘results’ that are built into the
software, accountability circuits produce an “ever tightening co-ordination of front line
work that is mediated by the objective categories and concepts of the institution” (SSSP,
2013).
The concept of accountability circuits is useful in uncovering the local work of
welfare workers, KEYS facilitators, and KEYS students that is rendered invisible through
the use of codes built into computer software. The categories that delimit EARN and
KEYS activities are constructed around work-first imperatives and thus obscure systemic
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practices that influence the women’s ability to succeed in the KEYS program. Outcome
measures generated from these abstract digital categories are treated as ‘evidence’.
Given the power of these digital categories to shape and organize the activities of
welfare-reliant mothers in this study around work-first imperatives I think of these
accountability circuits as ‘digital modes of discipline’.
In summary, the theoretically-based lens for analyzing the empirical linkages
between persons and institutions in this study are guided by the work of Dorothy Smith
and Michel Foucault. I engage in Smith’s and Foucault’s concepts of discourse, ruling
relations, texts, surveillance, and technologies of power in order to understand how the
logic of poverty governance in the post welfare reform period plays out in the lives of
welfare-reliant women as they pursue higher education.
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Chapter 3: Research Design, Setting, and Methods
Research Design
Campbell & Gregor, (2004) outline three overarching strategies that mark the
trajectory of Institutional Ethnographic investigations. The first is to explore and
explicate a particular problematic that is being lived by someone in the everyday world.
Unlike the conventional understanding of a research question a problematic does not arise
in advance from a commitment to explore an existing theory. Rather the researcher
discovers problems, disjunctures, or ruptures experienced by informants after having
being in the field. Smith (1987) describes the problematic as directing analytic attention
to sets of questions, “that may not have been posed, but are ‘latent’ in the actualities of
the experienced world” (p.47). This requires the researcher to identify the ‘experienced
actualities’ in the setting while preserving the voices and actual interactions of those
involved and begins the investigation of how things happen as they do.
Because IE recognizes that the settings investigated are organized and ruled in
definite ways, a particular interest of IE researchers is the study of the particular social
settings and interactions in which the problematic is experienced. Thus, the second
strategy IE researchers use is to explore the social organization of the local settings.
Primarily descriptive in nature, this process chronicles what actually occurs in the
everyday activities of the people in the study, paying close attention to the organization
and coordination of their activities. This process allows for the emergence of specific
disjunctures between authorized and experienced knowledge. As such, data collection
involves interviews, observations, and the examination of textual data used in everyday
interactions in order to learn more about local conditions, experiences, and organizational
priorities. In addition to uncovering organizational details of how the local settings
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works, this process also helps the researcher verify that the original accounts of the
problematic are not idiosyncratic but are about a similarly organized phenomenon (p. 60).
Institutional ethnography’s interest in explicating ruling relations impacting
everyday life necessitates that we expand the exploration to the macro-sociological
relations organizing and constraining the practices of these local actors. Thus, the third
strategy IE researchers undertake is to locate and explain the local experience as it is
‘nested’ within and coordinated with larger social relations of government and the
economy. It is this undertaking that links local experience and practice with the broad,
historical social contexts and policies in which the activities observed take place.
The remainder of this chapter describes the process of discovering the
problematic, the local and extra-local settings, fieldwork undertaken, descriptions of the
women participating in the study and their paths to college from elementary, middle
school and high school.
Discovering a Problematic
Prior to embarking on the full study, I conducted a small pilot study in which I
completed in-depth interviews with the KEYS director in the community college where I
conducted the study and four welfare-reliant mothers in the KEYS program along with
observations at the community college and the local county assistance office. I focused
my questions on the participants’ everyday activities as they related to their interactions
with the welfare office, community college, and their families. My main goal was to get
a sense of those seemingly routine and taken-for-granted activities they engaged in as
they went about the work of navigating the welfare and college spaces. How did the
women learn about the KEYS college support program? What did they have to do to
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become enrolled in the program and in college? What did they experience as they made
their way? How was the KEYS staff involved in these activities? I was also interested in
knowing how the women negotiated their identities as both students and welfare
recipients. By exploring these questions from the standpoint of the women’s own
concerns, by observing the goings on in the county welfare office and the college and
reflecting on the literature I began to identify patterns between their experience and the
relations they had with the people and environments where they carried out their
activities.
I discovered contradictions that the director and the women encountered between
the welfare office, and their college, and also the invisible work they and the KEYS staff
and CJP advocates did to navigate these. IE uses the term ‘disjunctures’ to describe such
contradictions because they point to the disconnection between people’s everyday social
experiences and official representations of these experiences. Chief among the
disjunctures identified in the pilot study was the tension the women faced as they
attempted to gain access to the college while maintaining their welfare subsidies. The
women talked about their interactions with the local welfare office in overcoming the
assumption that they should be working rather than investing in their education. I also
discovered that once the women gained entry to KEYS they experienced additional
disjunctures related to the educational supports promised by the program, such as having
to wait for books and other Special Allowances like car repairs that they were entitled to
because of CAO delays and being sanctioned in ways they felt were unfair. These
challenges were compounded by changes to the program over the study period noted in
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Chapter 1 that further limited access to KEYS and the time allowed to participate in the
program which reduced and in some cases negated the benefits of being in the program.
The KEYS director I interviewed for the pilot study in December 2010 is a
master’s-level social worker who had been with the program from its inception in 2004
and was interested in seeing it continue in an era where she felt the tide had turned
against such programs particularly at the state and county welfare agency. She expressed
her dismay at what she experienced as a shift in how she and her staff were being treated
by the welfare supervisor and RESET worker assigned to the KEYS program at the local
CAO.
They’re being much more judgmental …. not wanting to give people special
allowances [SPALs benefits] and treating us like the enemy. It’s so demoralizing
to my staff and we’re here with our jobs and our security and everything and
they’re treating us like that and of course they’re treating the clients like that
(KEYS Director Interview, December 16, 2010).
Analysis of information gleaned from the pilot study helped me formulate the line
of questioning I used in subsequent interviews and the starting point for examining
specific texts contained in local, state, and federal policy documents. I began by
examining the regulatory texts used in the local County Assistance Office such as the
Agreement of Mutual Responsibility (AMR), and the Employment Development Plan
(EDP) that structure the interactions between the women and the welfare workers as well
as relations between KEYS college staff and welfare workers. I observed the process of
KEYS facilitators entering data into the database that would be linked with the database
at the CAO. In addition to further exploring these and any new issues that arose with the
women participating in the formal study, I saw my task as explicating how governance of
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the women’s activities at the local level is nested within the post-welfare-reform policy at
the state and federal levels.
Research Setting
The primary site for the study is Suburban Area Community College (SACC)
located in a suburb of a large, mid-Atlantic city. The county’s racial distribution is 84%
white, 9% Black, and 6% Asian. Residents of Hispanic or Latino origin comprise 4% of
the county population. The county is a major employment center with large business
parks which attract workers from surrounding regions. However, employment, housing,
and income are not distributed evenly across the county. Several municipalities and
boroughs have median household incomes of just $28,000 and a housing rental rate of
52%. In 2010, full-time tuition at SACC was $3,276.
There are two SACC campuses in the county, the smaller satellite campus is
located about 25 miles from the original campus. Approximately 27% of the student
body is comprised of ethnic and racial minorities, and close to 60% is female. The
average age of a SACC student is 25, and 65% of all credit students are enrolled part
time, with many of them attending evening classes. SACC employs 190 full-time faculty
and has a student-faculty ratio of 19:1.

The KEYS college support program at SACC. The KEYS program has been
active in SACC since the program’s inception in 2004. At the start of this study in 2011
there were 110 welfare recipients enrolled in the program, most of whom are single
mothers. At that time the program was recognized as one of the strongest in the state for
educating the largest percentage of the county’s Temporary Assistance for Needy
Families (TANF) population of any other college or school. As noted previously,
enrollment in 2013 declined to just 49 students. At the start of the study the program at
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SACC employed a Program Director and four facilitators with advanced degrees in
education – two at each campus. The KEYS Director I interviewed in 2010 resigned in
2012. Two of the four facilitators resigned in 2013, and one moved to another position in
the college. Today the KEYS program at SACC is staffed by one Director and two
student facilitators.
Progression of fieldwork
Entering the field. As a former student with a four year old child at the same
community college where the study took place, I was able to establish contact with the
current director of the KEYS program through the college’s Alumni Association.
During my tenure at the college I was involved in establishing a campus childcare center.
Coincidentally, at the same time I was exploring a study site a new campus child care
center had just been built at SACC’s main campus and was due to be dedicated. I was
invited to be a speaker at the dedication ceremony where I met the president and the
trustees. This involvement gave me a measure of credibility when I approached the
college administrators with my idea for a study of welfare-reliant mothers in the
community college. Beginning in the spring of 2010 I met with administrators of the
Alumni Association, the childcare center, and other student support programs, including
KEYS which I had not known existed, to explore ways of working together for the
benefit of the college's students.
The KEYS Director’s support for the study became invaluable in my efforts to
recruit students and to attend KEYS workshops and meetings with CJP to discuss specific
issues students raised relating to accessing the program and receiving benefits promised.
With her guidance I was able to establish regular correspondence with the CJP attorney in
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Harrisburg. This helped tremendously to aid my understanding of the changes that
occurred at the state level during the course of the study and the impact these changes had
across the other thirteen community colleges.
Unfortunately, I was unsuccessful in my attempts to gain access to the supervisor
or front line workers at the local CAO. After the reassignment of the local CAO
supervisor and KEYS caseworker in 2011, which was brought about by complaints and
legal action initiated by the KEYS Director, who felt KEYS students were being
sanctioned unfairly, a new supervisor was assigned. The new KEYS supervisor at the
CAO was perceived by SACC’s KEYS facilitators to be much more interested in
supporting the KEYS program and easier to work with. When I contacted the new KEYS
supervisor at the CAO I was pleased to hear that he was willing to be interviewed for the
study. However, after checking with his director he informed me that it was not
permitted.
Navigating the politics of fieldwork. My status as a former student at the
college had advantages and disadvantages in terms of my ability to conduct this type of
study. On one hand, I have been granted the trusted standing of 'insider', which
facilitated my access to KEYS students and staff. Moreover, while my association with
the college provided me access I was aware of expectations to depict the KEYS program
in the best possible light. The concern for the continuation of the KEYS program was
understandable given the state-level budget negotiations that were in progress after the
transition to a more conservative Republican state government and appointment of a new
Secretary of Public Welfare known for eliminating all postsecondary education for
welfare recipients when he held the same position in Rhode Island. I felt the need when
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introduced to various SACC administrators and staff to reiterate that my project was not
an evaluation of the KEYS program but a project focused on welfare-reliant college
students. I continued to walk a fine line between continuing to gain access to the site
while not promising to produce an endorsement of the program.
I am an ‘outsider’ in terms of my role as researcher, no longer struggling as the
women participating in the study are, with raising young children while trying to
complete a college degree. I am also an outsider in terms of my white race whereas many
of the KEYS participants are black, a highly complex social experience I do not share
with them. After the resignation of the initial KEYS Director in 2012, who had several
contentious disputes with the local CAO KEYS supervisor in the two years prior, a new
Director was hired. The new Director’s personality and approach to the program was
different in terms of her emphasis on efficiency, productivity, and compliance. My
concern was that I would not be able to continue the study given the impression that I
was evaluating the program. While the new Director avoided my requests for an
interview, I was permitted to continue interviewing students and facilitators. My sense is
that this was in part due to being an alumna, having obtained approval from the college’s
IRB, and because I had the support of the Vice President for Student Affairs and
Enrollment Management with whom I had corresponded prior to undertaking the study.
Limitations, potential for bias, and researcher’s role in the field
While I acquired rich data from welfare-reliant mothers in the KEYS program as
well as from KEYS Directors and facilitators, the study is limited first by my inability to
speak directly with CAO or RESET staff. To mitigate this I conducted observations in
the local CAO which I describe in Chapter 5, and reviewed studies of researchers who
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examined front-line staff’s experiences with the new welfare policy in other states
(Brodkin, 2011; Morgen, 2001; Pearson, 2007; Ridzi, 2003; Soss, Fording & Schram,
2011). The accounts I gathered from participants in the current study are strikingly
similar to those in the literature. For instance, caseworkers in other studies express the
pressure to ‘make the numbers’ (Brodkin, 2006), which coincides with conclusions
gleaned from accounts of KEYS facilitators, legal advocates, and analysis of performance
benchmarks in the current study described in Chapters 5 and 6. That being said, the
voices of the particular front line welfare workers in the local CAO or an analysis of their
work process are not reflected in this study.
Second, it would have been ideal to interview more KEYS students who either
completed or withdrew from the program in order to ascertain the impact of their
experience on their college persistence. However, I was unable to gain access to a list of
names these of these former students. Therefore there are just two such students in the
study.
I was aware that being a former student and single mother at SACC could bias the
perspective I bring to data collection and analysis and took steps to mitigate this as much
as possible by keeping a journal of my field experiences as well as writing and reflecting
on analytic memos. I used these to make sense of the data and to guard against any
attempt to fit the data into preconceived concepts. Reflecting on these notes as the study
progressed helped me “make the familiar strange” (Hammersley & Atkinson, p. 231) and
avoid as much as possible imposing my personal knowledge of the college or my
experience there as a single mother.
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Using one primary study site (SACC) could over- or under-emphasize the
disjunctures between the other CAOs and KEYS programs across the Pennsylvania. To
address this potential for bias I interviewed a KEYS Director from another county known
to have a good relationship with their CAO and also followed the statewide KEYS
Google group listserve forum for directors and CJP legal advocates where concerns
relating to policy interpretation in their respective counties were discussed. Doing so
allowed me to parse out the idiosyncratic experiences related to the particular setting and
identify similarly organized phenomenon across the other counties.
At times, events that seem to be limitations turn out to be unexpected
opportunities for analysis. This study took place four years into the recession of 2008
and during a major political transition at the state level which installed a governor and
DPW secretary who were hard line defenders of work-first and who reorganized the
existing structure of county assistance offices. The new administration implemented
several debt-reduction strategies including closing one of the two county assistance
offices in 2012. This change required women in the KEYS program located in the
satellite college campus to travel 25 miles to participate in EARN. Rather than being a
problem. this change was analytically meaningful in that I was able to observe the impact
that political transformation and withdrawal of resources can have on a program’s
organizational structure and function.
Finally, Institutional Ethnography does not share the same understanding of
generalizability that is a critical component of positivist research. The objective of IE is
not to generalize specific details to other settings, but to investigate the social
organization that shapes the participants' experiences and to establish general patterns
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related to larger social relations that are reflected in the particular study site. For
instance, the everyday experience of the women in this study is situated in a specific
institutional context – a state-government grant program (KEYS) awarded to
Pennsylvania Community Colleges by the Department of Public Welfare (DPW) to assist
welfare recipients to succeed in a community college.
Given the KEYS program’s partnering relationship with PA DPW, study
participants’ experiences will be influenced by the values and meanings provided by PA
DPW and KEYS and thus cannot be specifically generalized to other states that may have
used different practices and technologies to implement their welfare and college support
programs. However, while each state may have implemented different specific strategies
they are all subject to the same work-first mandates, performance benchmarks, and
language of personal responsibility outlined in the federal welfare legislation. Thus, the
institutional work processes explicated in this study make generalizations not about
specific people or organizations, but about the hierarchies of power observed through
micro practices..
Likewise, each county assistance office and community college in Pennsylvania is
subject to work-first reporting mechanisms handed down from the DPW. My analysis of
statewide email exchanges among all fourteen KEYS directors and facilitators on the
Google listserve indicated that the issues identified in the county that was the primary site
of this study were common across other counties. Nonetheless, a review of the listserve
exchanges and interviews with the Community Justice Project attorneys suggest that the
level of acrimony between the KEYS program director and the KEYS case manager in
the CAO was greater in the study county. Knowledge of this relationship could lead to an
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overemphasis of the systemic conflict between the two programs. In order not to bias
study findings, once aware of the personality conflicts in the study county, I paid careful
attention to ensure that issues I identified were also those of KEYS directors in other
counties. I did this through careful review of the exchanges on the listserve over the
course of the study, and by confirming with the CJP attorneys that my findings were
systemic and not particular to the study county.
Ethical Considerations and Human Subjects
Procedures used to conduct this study are in compliance with the U.S. Department
of Health and Human Services (HHS) regulations for the protection of human subjects,
(45 C.F.R. § 46). To protect participants’ confidentiality, the identities of the women,
KEYS facilitators as well as the county and community college where the study was
conducted are not disclosed. Names used in this document are pseudonyms. Written
informed consent was obtained from the women and key informants. Consent forms
explained the purpose of the study, procedures for conducting the study including
recording of the interview, the study duration, the risks and benefits of participating in the
study, and the rights to withdraw or refuse to answer any question they did not wish to
answer. Prior to each interview, I discussed informed consent in detail, emphasizing
confidentially and potential emotional risks of participation, as well as assurance that
participation in the study would not affect participants’ welfare or KEYS benefits.
KEYS students who completed an interview were given a $30 gift card from the
store of their choice. Key Informants were not compensated for completing an interview.
Transcripts do not contain names and contact sheets containing information were kept in
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a separate file for correspondence purpose as were my copies of signed consent and
payment receipts for audit reporting.
Approval to conduct the study was obtained from the Institutional Review Boards
of the University of Pennsylvania and SACC for both the 2010-2012 pilot study and the
full study conducted in 2012-2013.
Data Collection
Recruiting for Student Interviews. After obtaining permission from the KEYS
Director, I prepared a flyer to be placed in students’ mailboxes at the college and also on
the desk where students signed in on their timesheets. I attended KEYS winter holiday
lunches at both campuses where I was given time to talk to the students about the study
and obtain contact information for students who indicated they were interested in
participating. I also applied for and was granted membership to the private statewide
advocacy Facebook Page, “Success Against All Odds: Support KEYS” which serves as a
forum for legal advocates, present and former KEYS students, and their friends and
families. I posted the recruitment flyer on the Facebook site and contacted interested
individuals. I called all KEYS students who expressed interest and explained the study
and answered any questions they had. I scheduled interviews with those who agreed to
participate and offered to send the consent form for them to review. Of the twenty-nine
students recruited nineteen completed interviews. The four women who participated in
the pilot study are included among the nineteen study participants. Ten of the
participants were from the main campus, and nine from the satellite campus.
Recruiting for Key Informant Interviews. In addition to granting me access to
interview the KEYS facilitators at both campuses of SACC, the KEYS director at the
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primary study site introduced me to the KEYS statewide legal representative from the
Community Justice Project advocacy organization in Harrisburg who identified statelevel staff and KEYS directors from other community colleges who may be willing to
speak with me.
Interviews: Students. All but one interview took place in either the Student
Success Center on SACC’s main campus where the KEYS office is located, or a private
room on SACC’s satellite campus. One of the interviews with a former KEYS student
took place in the kitchen of her home. Before starting the interview I explained the
purpose of the study and gave the student time to read the consent form and ask any
questions she may have before signing. Interviews were semi-structured and designed to
give me an understanding of each woman’s everyday activities related to college and
welfare and how these were coordinated. On average, interviews lasted between 45
minutes to 1 hour and all were recorded for later transcription. The student interview
protocol in (Appendix A) lists the general line of questioning and rationale for each.
Interviews: Key Informants. Key Informants interviewed for the study
included two KEYS directors and three KEYS facilitators from the primary study site, a
KEYS director from another community college, an attorney from the Community Justice
Project, and a state-level DPW official. Interviews were augmented with texts of
discussions among KEYS directors from all fourteen community colleges in
Pennsylvania who discussed issues of concern through a Google listserve. Interviews
with KEYS staff took place either in their office or in a private room on campus. The
initial interview with the CJP attorney took place in his office in Harrisburg. I
interviewed the CJP attorney on four other occasions to ask questions about the specifics
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of the various welfare legislation related to KEYS. Subsequent interviews with the CJP
informant were conducted by phone as was one interview with a KEYS director from
another community college. Appendix C describes the questioning and rationale for key
informant interviews. Consent forms for these interviews were obtained and interviews
were recorded for later transcription.
Observations. Beginning in August of 2011 and continuing over the course of
the study I attended several KEYS workshops offered at the community college. These
half-day workshops were held during the summer and winter break periods to allow
students to use their attendance as countable instructional activities when classes were not
being held. Speakers included legal advocates and CAO supervisors who instructed the
women on benefits they were entitled to and how to access these benefits; career
counselors who discussed employment options, former KEYS students who graduated
from the program.

During the workshops students frequently asked questions and

shared their concerns and experiences which I included in field notes to supplement the
in-depth interviews with study participants.
I attended a case review meeting with CJP legal staff, who along with KEYS
directors and facilitators discussed claims from students who appealed CAO decisions of
benefits being declined and sanctions imposed. This was useful in clarifying the problems
that were occurring and how they would be resolved and gave me some insight into the
social and personal relations between the students, KEYS staff, and CAO administrators.
Since I was not permitted to interview CAO staff I conducted observations in the county
CAO waiting room which I documented via field notes.
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I obtained permission to receive email correspondence posted on KEYS Google
Group listserv by KEYS Directors, Facilitators, and CJP advocates. Topics discussed on
the listserv include issues occurring in all 14 community colleges relating to KEYS
enrollment, relations with local CAO’s, details of legislation impacting KEYS program,
and instructions for interpreting TANF & KEYS regulations.
In the spring of 2013 and 2014 I attended the national Welfare Research and
Evaluation Conferences sponsored by the U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services. Attendance at these conferences provided the opportunity to learn of welfarerelated policies implemented in other states and allowed me to put this study into the
larger context of welfare reform initiatives. In 2014 I presented findings from this study
at the Eastern Sociological Association’s Institutional Ethnography mini-conference and
at the annual national conference of the Society for the Study of Social Problems where I
benefitted from audience and scholarly feedback.
Institutional Documents. The goal of analyzing institutional documents relating to
PRWORA and to the KEYS program is to extend the ethnography to an understanding of
the organization of the CAO and KEYS programs beyond what was immediately
observable and to anchor the everyday experience of the women who are subject to the
directives in these documents. To that end I examined publicly available documents
including the federal text of the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity
Reconciliation Act (P.L. 104-193), the Pennsylvania RESET Code (55 Pa. Code § 165),
the Pennsylvania TANF Cash Assistance Handbook , and several PA-DPW Operations
Memos to the CAOs over the course of the study. The Cash Assistance Handbook
includes the Application for Benefits and the Agreement of Mutual Responsibility
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(AMR), and the Employment Development Plan (EDP). KEYS and EARN Activity
Codes, performance benchmark descriptions, and student timesheets are Appendices in
the KEYS Procedure Manual obtained by request from PA DPW.
Description of Analytic Process
Unlike ethnographic analytic strategies such as grounded theory which attempt to
construct concepts, categories and ultimately present a theory to explain participants’
experiences for the purpose of abstracting something generalizable from the data,
Institutional Ethnography’s interest is in discovering and explicating the material and
empirical connections that coordinate social relations across many local settings. Thus,
while I was concerned with the activities of the women and the KEYS facilitators, the
ultimate goal of the institutional ethnographer is to identify, trace, and describe
organizational processes they carried out that extend beyond the boundaries of local
experiences in order to understand how things actually work and come to be as they are.
Analysis in institutional ethnography occurs in two main stages. First, local work
processes are examined and a detailed explanation of these processes is noted. Second,
work process at the local level are linked to higher level ruling relations in order to
identify the social, systemic, and political coordinators of local action (Smith, 2006). By
identifying the coordinating aspects of local work processes it is then possible to
understand not only what people are doing, but why they are doing it.
Audio from student and key informant interviews was transcribed by a
transcriptionist using InqScribe digital media transcription software and exported into
HyperRESEARCHTM qualitative analytic software. I reviewed each transcribed
document along with the audio file for accuracy. Analysis began by carefully reading
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through the transcribed interviews of KEYS students and listening to the audio many
times for similarities and differences in their experiences.
I organized the transcribed reports into general topics such as ‘reasons for
pursuing college’, ‘learning about the college option’, ‘gaining access to college and
KEYS’, ‘managing school and work’, ‘interactions with caseworkers and KEYS staff’,
‘plans after college’, ‘daily schedule’, ‘meeting welfare and KEYS program
requirements’, ‘being on welfare’, ‘caring for children’, and ‘opinions of welfare system’,
and ‘opinions of the KEYS program’ among others. From these reports I learned about
how the women navigated the process of getting into the KEYS program and who aside
from the students shaped the path they would take. I then began to trace the social
relations described in interactions, in texts, and in the institutional spaces they were
drawn into. Quotes selected for analysis are gleaned from all interviews and are
representative accounts of the experiences of the majority of study participants.
To assist my understanding I followed the suggestion of IE researchers to map the
social relations the women encountered in the institutional spaces they came in contact
with as a way to visually orient myself to the everyday life of the women and KEYS
staff. Adapting Griffith’s and Smith’s (2005) mapping of institutional spaces of
mothering for schooling to those encountered by women who participated in the current
study, I sketched out the local social spaces the women needed to navigate in order to
gain entry to college and to progress through their studies (Figure 1).
Each of these social territories has their own culture, language, regulatory
mechanisms, physical environment, expectations, and practices that the women and
KEYS staff had to navigate. This mapping helped me gain a sense of the larger
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institutional structure and provided a framework for organizing the activities and ideas
about work and education that circulated through everyday practices at the County
Assistance Office and the KEYS community college site.
Figure 4. Institutional Spaces Encountered by Welfare-Reliant Mothers in the KEYS
Program.

State & Local Dept
of Public Welfare
Policy Mandates, Language, &
Accountability Measures
Physical Space
Expectations
Practices

KEYS

Educational
Support
Program
CJP
Legal
Advocate

Community College
Policy Mandates, Language, &
Accountability Measures
Physical Space
Expectations
Practices

Welfare-Reliant
Mother

Source: Adapted from Dorothy Smith’s ‘Small Hero’ Figure 1.1 “Women’s Standpoint: Single Parenthood and Educational
Institutions” ( Smith, D. 2006., p. 3).
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Chapter 4: Mothers’ Paths to College
The nineteen mothers who participated in the study were diverse in terms of their
demographics, the number and age of their children, and their educational goals. The
women ranged in age from 22 to 45 years, with an average age of 30 years (median 31)
which is consistent with the average age of 29 years for community college students
across the nation (American Association of Community Colleges, 2014). The women
identified their race and ethnicity as follows: 9 Non-Hispanic Black, 6 Non-Hispanic
White, 1 Hispanic, 2 South Asian (Bangladeshi and Pakistani) and 1 woman from South
Korea. Eight of the women planned to pursue Bachelor’s degrees, five were striving for
Associate’s degrees, three were in short-term certificate programs, and two were pursuing
Master’s degrees. Seventeen of the nineteen women were current KEYS students, one
was a graduate who has since completed a Master’s Degree, and one left the program
after one semester (Table 2).
Disrupted Learning: KEYS Students’ Educational Trajectories
Of the nineteen women interviewed, sixteen were the first students in their family
to attend college. Getting to college was a circuitous route for the welfare-reliant mothers
who participated in the study. None of the women I spoke with went directly from high
school to college and only half went straight through college without a break in their
postsecondary studies. Nine of the women I interviewed had previously dropped out of
high school and obtained a GED. The majority of the women who did not complete high
school became pregnant while still in high school and dropped out to work.
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Table 2. Selected Characteristics of Welfare-Reliant Mothers Participating in Study
(N=19)
Name*

Age

Race
Ethnicity

Nbr of
Childre
n
1

Age of
Children

Educational Goal

Career Goal

Alicia

23

Alyza

25

Elina

26

Jenna

34

Kadija

45

White NonHispanic
South Asian
Bangladeshi
South Asian
Pakistani
Black NonHispanic
Black NonHispanic

4

BA Human Services

1

23 mos

1

3 years

Certificate – Medical
Assistant
AAS –Dental Hygiene

Counselor Drug and
Alcohol Recovery
Nurse

1

14

BA – Human Services

2

17, 25

BA – Human Services

Kelly

32

Black NonHispanic

3

13,9, 3

BA – Information
Technology

Kendra

31

Black NonHispanic

4

4, 6, 7, 12

BA – Human Services

Kim

37

South Korean

1

2

MA – Graphic Design

Kirsten

26

3

5, 3, 1

Letisha

34

3

5, 13, 16

Certificate – Medical
Assistant
BA Nursing

Robin

36

White NonHispanic
Black NonHispanic
White NonHispanic

2

17, 23

MS Nonprofit Mgmnt
(Earned)

Sage

36

1

9

AAS - Human Services

Sandra

25

3

4, 2, 7 mos

Sasha

32

White NonHispanic
Black
Hispanic
White NonHispanic

4

15, 13, 11,
& 20 mos.

Saphira

31

4

Serena

22

Black NonHispanic
White NonHispanic

2

9, 5, 4, &
11 mos
6, 3

BA – Political
Science/Spanish
AAS – Human Resource
Management &
Psychology
BSN – Pediatric Nurse

Shana

28

1

7

Tamika

28

5

Tanya

24

Black NonHispanic
Black NonHispanic
Black NonHispanic

15, 13, 9,
7, 6
4, 2
months

2

* Participants’ names are pseudonyms.
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AS – Business
Administration
Certificate – Medical
Assistant
BA – Human Services
AAS - Liberal Arts

Dental Hygienist
Youth Community
Center Owner
Addiction &
Domestic Abuse
Counselor
Database
Administrator /
Network Security
Children, Youth, &
Adult Addiction
Counselor
Instructor – Graphic
Design/Photography
Medical Assistant
Surgical Technician
Owner - Home for
former women
prisoners
Peer Specialist – Drug
and Alcohol Recovery
Spanish speaking
Ambassador
Student Career
Counselor
Obstetrician
Administrative
Assistance in Major
Corporation
Medical Secretary
Spiritual Counselor
Unsure

Tamika, a 28-year old mother of five children had her first child at age 14 and her
second by her 11th grade year. She explained her rationale for leaving high school at age
16:
I dropped out in eleventh grade. I had an option of working full time with
benefits, or attending high school and furthering my education. And at that time I
was a mother of two, so I had to make a decision. My family or my education, and
my family came first. The benefits that they offered the amount of pay…so I
dropped out, took the job took care of my kids. (Interview, January 16, 2013).
Shana left high school in her senior year to assume family responsibilities:
I dropped out because my mom's disabled and I had to start working... I actually
started working when I was fourteen. But I had to start full time because we
would have lost our apartment. And then I was married the next year after I
dropped out (Interview, January 16, 2013).
There were other women who did not become pregnant in high school but who
were not focused on academic success and dropped out before finishing. Although the
women reported that their family members wanted them to complete high school, their
home and school environments often did not provide adequate direction to do so.
Kirsten, a 26-year old mother of three children ages 5, 3, and 1 disconnected from school
early on. She lived with her father who she describes as “really strict” and who “put his
hands on me”. Kirsten ran away from home on several occasions and ultimately was
court-ordered to get her GED. About her high school experience she says:
I failed freshman year high school. And then I went back for my second year and I
got expelled. And I just didn't care about school. You know I'd rather be with my
friends and hang out and... So they sent me to ………, did you ever hear of that?
It's an alternative school. And when I started there we were going Monday through
Thursday, Fridays we had off. And it was from three in the afternoon ‘til six at
night. When you come in at three you have a half an hour break and so 3:30 to
about 4:30, then you get another break. And the packets that they gave you were
just... like literally you'd get a packet with questions and then you flip over and the
answers were there. And I was like…I'm not an idiot you know? I just felt like
they were insulting my intelligence (Interview, March 20, 2013).
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One can understand why Kirsten disassociated from family and school. Both
failed to provide the developmental and academic guidance she needed. Being a bright
person, she was aware of the low expectations for her. Kirsten’s trajectory is common
among confused and abused youth who are often shunted to the “alternative” type of
school Kirsten described.
After obtaining her GED, Kirsten wanted to go to a trade school “something
hands-on, not book work”. She studied and stressed over a test for the Medical Assistant
program at a local trade school and passed the test. However, she hadn’t realized how
expensive it would be. She subsequently learned about KEYS from her sister who had
been in the program at one time. Kirsten was in her first year at Suburban Area
Community College when we spoke, working toward a Certificate in the Medical
Assistant program because “I need something now. I need stability. And I need a
guaranteed check all the time”(Interview KC, March 20, 2013). She was excited about a
$2,000 scholarship she had received the night before our interview at an awards event
sponsored by the local Soroptimist club, a chapter of an international volunteer
organization dedicated to improving the lives of women and girls in local communities.
She hopes to go back to school for social work when her kids are older– “Cause I want to
do something working with like troubled youth” (Interview KC, 3-20-2013). I couldn’t
help but think she would be good at that.
Saphira had dreams early on of becoming a doctor and is currently trying to
become certified as a Registered Nurse (RN) so she can go on to a BSN and then to premed. She is drawn to math and the sciences and so far has done well in these courses and
completed the pre-requisites for the RN. She left high school in the tenth grade:
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Because I had a boyfriend and I just wanted to be around him. And, you know if
you're not with a person that has strong feelings about education, they're not
gonna push you for your education. But now that I've got four kids it's like I have
to kind of go the longer way because I need a job while I'm in school I can't afford
to just go to school for ten years to become a doctor (Interview, March 20, 2013).
The process of becoming a certified RN involves petitioning for admittance to the
program. Saphira is concerned that her plans “won’t pan out” because the competition
for the RN certification among students with very high GPAs will edge her out. So, she
researched a program at LaSalle University which awards a Bachelor of Science in
Nursing degree without having to have an RN first in case that happens.
College Disruption and Re-enrollment. Jacobs and King (2002) found that
eighty percent of women over age 25 enrolling in community college were not doing so
for the first time. This pattern of disrupted college attendance was common among
women in the current study. In addition to having a school and family background that
was not conducive to academic success, becoming pregnant and having to work fulltime
to support their families were the chief reasons current KEYS students delayed starting or
completing college in the past.
Sandra, the 25-year old mother of three children ages 4, 2, and 7 months plans to
pursue a BA in Political Science and Spanish. Sandra wanted to go to a historically black
college or university (HBCU) but she was a couple of points away from qualifying for
the school she wanted to attend. The college counselor suggested Sandra attend
community college for a semester and then try to transfer in.
And I came for like a semester. But I wasn't really into the whole school thing. I
failed a bunch of classes because I wasn't taking it serious. So then I dropped, and
then I got pregnant with my son. So then I was like no school for me. I'm just
gonna work. (Interview, February 19, 2013).
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Kelly’s experience was similar to that of several other women in KEYS who
previously attended college. She says:
I attended college before in 2000, and then started having kids. I put school on
hold and went to work. I had my last child in 2010 and decided I’m going back
and I’m gonna finish this time because not only do I need this but my children,
they’re depending on whatever I choose to do. They're dependent on me. So it'll
be for me and for them (Interview, February 11, 2013).
Personal challenges along the way: Abuse, substance use, and involvement
with the criminal justice system. The mothers were especially candid about aspects of
their lives I had not specifically asked about. I was surprised at the ease at which this kind
of personal and intimate information was offered simply by my asking a question such as
“Can you tell me a little about how you got here to KEYS?” Or, “Tell me about your
educational experience before you came to SACC.” Several women shared personal
experiences of domestic violence they endured from parents and partners as well as
histories of struggles with substance abuse and criminal justice involvement. On more
than one occasion women became emotional as they shared their story with me. At these
times I reassured them that they did not have to talk about anything they were
uncomfortable with. A KEYS facilitator I interviewed suggested that the process of
sitting down with someone who wanted to know about their experiences may have
provided a therapeutic opportunity for having their voices heard.
Eight of the nineteen welfare-reliant mothers I spoke with talked about having
experienced domestic abuse in their early and adult lives. Several of the women had
spells of living with their children in shelters where they made connections with domestic
abuse therapeutic services. Like Kirsten (above), Tamika and other women spoke about
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domestic abuse in the past tense, presenting themselves as having transitioned from that
state of affairs.
I had some abuse occur to me at a young age. But that didn't stop me. It was
difficult in receiving it and dealing with it, coping with it. But moving along life, I
got into high school. I was a good student. I became a young mother at fourteen.
So I had my first child at fourteen. I was still attending school. I had the support
of my mother, who was really there for me financially, emotionally. You know I
had barriers but I overcome so...That's why I'm here, where I'm at today
(Interview, January 16, 2013).
Sage is a 36-year old mother of a 9-year old son. They both live with Sage’s
adoptive parents. She failed the fourth grade and left high school in ninth grade at age
sixteen. Sage has had a long struggle with learning disabilities and drug addiction and
has been receiving welfare disability benefits for about ten years. When I ask her to tell
me a little about her educational background she reflects on where she was and is today.
I dropped out of school when I was sixteen. I had gone to a few different schools.
And just wasn't able to get into it. I kind of had some I guess learning disabilities.
So I dropped out when I was sixteen. I got my GED when I was about twenty
two. And I had to get classes to pass that. And then I was out of school working.
I'm in recovery. So that leads my life and my life choices a different way…away
from school. And that pretty much took all my ambitions, all my dreams, all that.
I was gone for a good many years... in and out of rehabs (Interview, February 22,
2013).
When we spoke Sage had just dropped out of the community college and KEYS
program after a year and a half where she had been pursuing a degree in Human Services
with the goal of becoming a Peer Specialist. She was just two courses away from getting
a certificate in drug and alcohol when she left.
Like, my psych classes I did well on. I got A's in a couple of ‘em. The drug and
alcohol classes I did well on. It was the basic... I flunked English. I had to do the
basic math; I hadn't even got there yet to do that. I probably would've had trouble
with that. It was the basic courses. The ones that were interesting, I could get into.
But the ones that were like in school I was completely lost because of dropping
out of school (Interview, February 22, 2013).
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Sage was also among the three students who mentioned their involvement with
the criminal justice system and its impact on their options for employment.
At one point I was a supervisor at K-Mart. This past couple years I've worked as a
child care supervisor at Pebble Hill church. So they brought me on board. I have a
record. They said it would be no problem. Five weeks into the job they told me
my record is a problem. The jobs I'm limited to are like... factory... I really don't
want to waitress again. I feel like I did that for a long time, I do not want to
waitress. I don't want to be around alcohol (Interview, February, 22, 2013).
Motivation for Pursuing College Education
Having to care for and financially support children is frequently cited as the
principal impediment to college attendance and persistence. The testimonies of KEYS
students who reported that their high school and postsecondary education was disrupted
due to the need to provide for children substantiate this assertion. However, researchers
have also shown that children provide an important incentive for poor mothers to increase
their education (Christopher, 2005; Collins, 2004; Edin and Kefalas, 2005). Several
mothers I spoke with echoed Kelly’s determination to ‘finish this time’ because her
children were depending on her (Interview, KENL, 2-11-2013). Likewise, Saphira,
notes: “My kids are my inspiration for doing everything ‘cause I want my kids to do
better. And how can you expect someone to do better if you don't do good yourself, you
know what I mean?” (Interview, March 20, 2013).
It is important to note that none of the mothers I spoke with expressed regret that
they had children before continuing their education. My first reflex was surprise that no
one said “I wish I had waited to have children”. I was viewing the situation through my
own middle class lens where out-of-wedlock birth is seen as a personal failure and the
choices for marriage and rewards for waiting to have children are tied to market logics
and thus are more within reach than they are for low-income mothers. As Edin and
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Kefalas (2005) revealed in their research with 162 young unmarried mothers in
Philadelphia, being a mother is viewed by poor women as an essential part of a woman’s
life, one which provides an opportunity to prove one’s worth and self-determination.
Similarly, most welfare-reliant women like those in this study hold normative
views about work even though the assumption that they have an entrenched dependency
on government support was the basis for the shift to a welfare system focused solely on
work-first. Given their truncated educational preparation many KEYS students have
work histories comprised mostly of low-wage jobs, working as nutritional aids, certified
nursing assistants at nursing homes, food servers, and retail store clerks. The aim for a
career that provides a sense of personal accomplishment rather than a just a job was a
common theme. Tamika explains:
I wanted to do something with helping people so... I got into the personal care aid
job. I did that for three years and it was just the drive that I needed more. This is a
dead end job, I'm not going anywhere with this But I enjoy doing what I'm doing.
So I need to further my education. So I was working and I chose to come back to
school and I registered. Did all the requirements…and I got started taking classes.
Five classes I started out with (Interview, January 16, 2013).
During one of the workshops I observed in December 2012, the fourteen
attendees were asked to introduce themselves, mention their major and what motivated
them to attend college. Most (n=8) said they wanted a better future for themselves and
their children, four said they were motivated by wanting to get off welfare, and two were
in college to be an example to others in their situation.
Conclusion
The pathways to and through college for poor mothers have been largely
attributed to the barriers they face as primary caretakers of their children (Christopher,
2005, Kahn and Polakow, 2004). Although financially supporting and parenting children
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alone cannot be dismissed as challenges to pursuing a college education, women in the
current study describe a more complicated narrative involving neglect, abuse, and
unresponsive school systems that influenced the road to college in less visible ways.
Lacking adequate preparation for college coursework, a history of academic failure,
mistreatment at the hands of family members, and being ‘on welfare’ are not experiences
that cultivate engaged learning. The KEYS program was purposely designed to address
these challenges by providing the practical and emotional support to help the women
navigate college and welfare. The following chapters examine how their experience
unfolded.
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Chapter 5: The Invisible Work of Getting in to College
Although the KEYS program was created to enable welfare recipients to expand
their educational attainment it was not an original component of welfare reform in
Pennsylvania, coming eight years after the 1996 legislation. Moreover, KEYS is situated
in the Department of Public Welfare (DPW), the site of Pennsylvania’s work-first
administration. Inasmuch as there are no matching funds at stake and no accountability
mechanisms to ensure a minimum number of welfare recipients are enrolled in KEYS,
activities in local welfare offices are likely to be oriented toward practices that optimize
work-first performance benchmarks. This chapter details the invisible work of welfarereliant mothers in the study as they interact with the people and texts that authorized their
entry into KEYS and college.
Applying for Assistance: Hurry Up and Wait – The County Assistance Office
The first step welfare-reliant mothers who wish to attend college in Pennsylvania
must take is to apply for welfare benefits. The application is a 22-page document
requesting detailed information and verification of household composition, income,
resources, expenses, insurance coverage, and criminal background of persons in the
household as well as for parents or spouses not living in the household. The application
also describes the applicant’s rights and responsibilities, and penalties for violating rules
associated with cash assistance, food stamps, and medical assistance. Although
applicants may submit applications online, most turn in their applications to the local
County Assistance Office (CAO). All able-bodied applicants must appear in person at
some point during the process of determining eligibility.

89

The County Assistance Office where I conducted my observations is located just
outside of the county seat in a suburban area. A filled parking lot encircles the building
and I wonder how people without cars were able to get there. There is no mistaking that
the County Assistance Office is a place where government is situated, where one’s
options are prescribed and where one should not become too comfortable. There is a
large sign on the door warning people that no food or drink is permitted. The waiting
room is painted white, with rectangular fluorescent lights on the ceiling. Aside from
posters on the walls in English and Spanish describing various assistance programs, the
walls in the public seating area were bare. Behind the reception desk are three framed
portraits of Governor Corbett, Secretary of Public Welfare Alexander and a male I didn't
recognize. A large American flag stood against the wall behind the workers at the
counter.
A television monitor hangs from the ceiling in the back corner of the room and
behind the seats. This placement makes it nearly impossible for people to view the
broadcast unless they turn around in their seats. The broadcast is a continuous loop of a
woman welcoming people to the Department of Public Welfare and describing the
programs available to help you “reach your goals.” She notes that applicants must reveal
the name of their children’s other parent in order to receive benefits and to sign an
Agreement of Mutual Responsibility (AMR). The sound was loud enough for anyone in
the waiting room to hear and loud enough to making hearing other people very difficult.
The information on the broadcast implies that both DPW and the recipient have
responsibilities. However, some of the data I gathered indicated the burden of
responsibility may be more on the welfare recipient than the CAO. The broadcast ends
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with the woman saying “The Department of Public Welfare wishes you good luck on
your road to self-sufficiency.”
Even before clients interact with the caseworker the lack of urgency in the CAO
gives the impression that the service being provided is considered trivial. In my
observations of KEYS administrative meetings in August 2011 I heard charges from
KEYS Directors and Facilitators that CAO workers did not return calls about their
students. During one observation I overheard similar frustrations expressed by a man
named Jason who appeared to be in his mid-30s and who was with two women about the
same age. From their conversation I inferred that Jason was a social worker or advocate
who was assisting a female welfare applicant. He turned to the other young woman
whom I took to be a colleague and said: “My biggest fear is someone getting affected by
something we forgot. They never return my calls.” (Field Notes, February 8, 2012).
Unfortunately, I could not see nor was I permitted to enter the space behind the door
separating the waiting room from what I assume is an area where applicants meet with a
front-line worker. Thus, while there is no reason to believe these statements are untrue,
my attempts to interview or observe front-line welfare workers directly were
unsuccessful due to a departmental policy prohibiting workers from speaking with
outsiders about their work. However, in interviews I conducted, KEYS students also
noted their inability to reach caseworkers. Further, in October of 2013 a report released
by the anti-hunger group Just Harvest, reported findings of a survey of test phone calls
made to county assistance offices across Pennsylvania. The group charged DPW with
widespread and systematic failure to provide consumers with basic services needed to
maintain their benefits -- such as not processing paperwork, subjecting callers to long
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hold times or disconnections, and always-full caseworker voice mail boxes (Just Harvest,
2013).
Time restrictions for receipt of public assistance are the cornerstone of PRWORA
which imposes a 5-year lifetime limit on receipt of cash assistance. TANF recipients are
mandated to engage in 20 to 30 hours per week of approved work activities depending on
the age of their child(ren) or risk losing benefits. Mothers whose youngest child is under
age 6 are required to be engaged in an approved work activity for 20 hours per week
whereas mothers with children ages 6-18 years of age are required to work 30 hours per
week. Mothers with children under age 1 may claim an exemption for 12 months but this
is limited to 12 months lifetime.
Despite the urgency with which welfare recipients are expected to comply with
work requirements, sitting in the County Assistance Office (CAO) there is a sense of time
standing still. People wait for hours and there doesn’t seem to be much urgency about
anything. There is a good deal of shuffling of feet and papers – people are doing things
but don’t seem to be busy. There is a feeling that nothing important is going on here,
which strikes me as ironic because applicants are there in order to apply for benefits that
may mean the difference between survival and destitution. At one point Jason, the man I
took to be an advocate or administrator from another program and who accompanied an
applicant, alluded to the length of time he and others were spending waiting to be seen by
a caseworker: “I keep getting excited every time someone walks through the door. Ooh
maybe it's us. I'm gonna open up a sandwich shop here” (Field notes, February 28,
2012).
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Activating Text: The Agreement of Mutual Responsibility. There is little
doubt that the meaning of personal responsibility in the federal policy is focused on work
in the private sector labor market. The policy directs the states to construct an Individual
Responsibility Plan with welfare applicants before welfare benefits can be authorized.
This plan “sets forth an employment goal for the individual and a plan for moving the
individual immediately into private sector employment” (2Ai) and specifies “To the
greatest extent possible the Individual Responsibility Plan is designed to “move the
individual into whatever private sector employment the individual is capable of handling
as quickly as possible, and to increase the responsibility and amount of work the
individual is to handle over time (2Aiii)”. (H.R. 3734 Public Law 104-193, Section 408,
Aug. 22, 1996).
Pennsylvania codifies the federal requirement to develop an Individual
Responsibility Plan via a contract called “The Agreement of Mutual Responsibility”
(AMR) which must be signed by the applicant and a CAO caseworker at the time of
application for cash assistance. The AMR outlines the applicants’ and the
Commonwealth’s responsibilities as well as applicants’ rights and penalties for
noncompliance. It also states that applicants deemed employable who are not working an
average of at least 20 hours per week or in an approved education or job skills training
activity during the first 24 months of receiving cash assistance must start a job search.
The signing of the AMR as part of the work of processing an applicant activates
the Commonwealth’s ‘capacity to rule’ (Smith, 1990) by linking the federal policy to the
state and then to the local CAO work process and immediately hooks the applicant into
the complex of welfare administration and circumscribes the options available to her.
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The signing process circumscribes the relation between the applicant and caseworker to
fit within the logic of the contract, subordinating any client-based focus a caseworker can
have and making the applicant’s actual experience irrelevant. Importantly, a ruling
practice is being routinized (Campbell & Gregor, 2004) as the caseworker and applicant
participate in constructing an objective version of the applicant within the categories
outlined in the AMR. For example, work is defined as employment of at least 20 hours
per week, thus making invisible the work of parenting and the work involved with being
a college student.
The AMR also specifies that an applicant may choose to get additional education
or training, including a college degree and that a caseworker is available to discuss
program options. In her study of how welfare caseworkers in Oregon negotiate the new
welfare regime, Morgen (2001) problematizes the concept of ‘choice’ welfare workers
use to deal with the new welfare policy. She observed that case managers emphasized
importance of clients ‘buying into’ the goal of self-sufficiency. Contractual agreements
such as the Agreement of Mutual Responsibility, and ensuing Employment Development
Plan, and Student Development Plan (for KEYS applicants) have the appearance of a
reciprocal agreement. But as Morgen points out there is irony in the concept of a choice
when the applicant and case manager enter the process as unequal partners. For the
applicant, the only real choice is between receiving or not receiving welfare benefits.
Further, she notes that these contracts allow case managers to implicitly and explicitly
root poverty in the behaviors and choices of individuals (p. 752) rather than in the
structure of the economy – a stance consistent with the dominant ideologies of poverty
and the reconstructed welfare system. Thus, the work-first system appears more flexible
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in that it masks the more coercive aspects of the contracts applicants must enter into by
using the language of choice.
Orienting Applicants to ‘Work-First’ Over College.
Following the completion of the Agreement of Mutual Responsibility applicants are
required to complete an Employment Development Plan (EDP) described by the
Department as “A non-contractual agreement, completed by the client and the
Employment and Training Program (RESET) worker. The EDP sets an employment
goal, with specific time frames and activities to achieve that goal and describes services
to be provided by the Department of Public Welfare and the activities to be undertaken
by the recipient in accordance with (55 Pa. Code § 165.2). Educational services provided
Employment and training provider—An

by the DPW are described in section iii as:

entity funded or approved by the Department, that provides work or work-related skills
instruction to enable participants to become self-sufficient. Postsecondary education or
KEYS is not referenced in the RESET code.
The women I interviewed report that college education is not discussed during the
application process unless they bring it up and in most of those cases, it is discouraged in
favor of searching for a job. Tanya, a 24-year old mother of two children ages 4 years
and 2 months explains:
It seems like they don’t support education. They just support get a job. They
want you to get off cash assistance… especially with the new rule of 12 months.
They just want you to get a certification. If they don’t want you to be dependent
why not support college? (Interview, March 20, 2013).
Likewise, Kelly the mother of three children who would ultimately like to pursue
a Bachelor’s degree in Information Technology put it this way:
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When I first spoke to the worker that worked at the EARN center I was told that
school was secondary. You had to go out there and you know find something. I
didn't have a problem with finding something, but I just felt like I would be stuck.
I felt like I would be stuck just working and it's just hand to mouth, hand to
mouth. If they're telling you that school is secondary it's like well that means that I
can't go. (Interview, February 11, 2013).
Although I was unable to interview caseworkers for the study, I was granted
access to the KEYS Google Group listserve where KEYS staff and attorneys from Legal
Aid often discussed pertinent issues about KEYS-related issues across the
Commonwealth. As KEYS enrollment waned, a DPW official asked one of the
advocates from the Community Justice Project to solicit information from KEYS staff to
help explain the decline. The following statement was a verbatim email response from a
caseworker to a KEYS Director and was shared on the KEYS Google Group listserve:
I don’t know what to tell you….The welfare pendulum has swung to the workfirst side in the past few years, so we as caseworkers aren’t in the business of
promoting education. We refer people to KEYS who come in with a plan
already. If I were a client, I’d still gravitate toward education instead of a
job…but if I were truly looking at my options, I might go for larger student loans
and shorter time in school and therefore go for one of the vocational schools
instead of community college – especially if I thought about the 12-month limit
on countable education time (I don’t know that our clients think about that when
choosing a school, and of course there are shorter courses at LCCC). Maybe
McCann, etc., are doing a better job directing their advertising toward our
clients…maybe the voc-ed schools are the current trend. (Google Group email
LCCC KEYS, August 15, 2013).
This caseworker’s statement echoes what I was hearing from students that the
shift in thinking about postsecondary education at the local CAO has been primarily
influenced by the policy change from allowing 24 months for vocational education to 12
months. The caseworker’s statement also points to the influence of private vocational
(trade) schools. In their listserve exchanges KEYS Directors noted the increase in the
number of students interested in attending trade schools over community college. This is
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a troubling scenario for many of the KEYS Directors and community college principals
given that financial aid is not available for trade schools and many have been found to
provide sub-standard training and have not fulfilled promises of on-the-job training or
post-graduation placement (Iversen & Armstrong, 2006).
Gatekeeping: “How Many Other Secret Programs Do You Guys Have?”
Rather than being discussed as one of the options available during the application
process, the women reported learning about KEYS through participating in a college
orientation or by attending another program at the community college. Some were told
by friends or other people they knew who were in KEYS. Although KEYS facilitators I
interviewed reported that they gave KEYS brochures to the CAO with the promise that
they would be displayed, I did not see KEYS brochures among the many flyers available
to applicants in the waiting area in the CAO. When I mentioned this to one of the KEYS
facilitators she was quite surprised since they gave the CAO brochures which were to be
placed in the waiting room (SD, 6/25/13). The instructional video playing in the waiting
room did not mention the KEYS program.
I asked KEYS students how they learned of the availability of KEYS. Like the
majority of the students I spoke with, Saphira told me college was not an option she was
presented with when she applied for welfare benefits.
I didn't even know about the KEYS program until I actually came here
[community college]. Because welfare doesn't tell you about going to school.
They pretty much are saying: get a job, get a job, get a job. So they didn't even tell
me about the KEYS program but when I came here [community college] I
actually really wanted to sign up for classes (Interview SP,March 20, 2013).
Kadija discovered college and KEYS when she became involved with the
Partnership on Work Enrichment and Readiness (POWER) program at the community
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college, a 14-week college preparatory program for persons who are in the process of
mental health recovery. Although Kadija had been to the County Assistance Office many
times over the past twenty years, higher education or KEYS was not mentioned as an
option for her. Being on campus, Kadija saw pamphlets for KEYS and got on the waiting
list.
The EARN program was sometimes a source of information about the KEYS
option but most often it was from other EARN participants and not EARN staff.
Sandra’s discovery of the KEYS program while in EARN is typical of women I
interviewed who had spent time in EARN:
I was in a program called EARN. And there was a girl there... She was like
“you don't have to come here. “ You can go to school and learn.” And I was
like “Oh wow, that's what I wanted to do.” That’s always been my goal. But
... she's just somebody that heard about it. But yeah, she was in the EARN
program. She was telling me that they had the KEYS program (Interview,
February 2, 2013).
Some caseworkers do tell their clients about KEYS but this is usually after the
client tells the worker they are going to school regardless of welfare regulations. Kendra
is a 31-year-old mother of four children ages 4, 6, 7, and 12 whose goal is to obtain a BA
in Human Services. When she told her caseworker that she registered herself for school
and didn’t want to participate in EARN, her caseworker informed her of the KEYS
program and gave her the referral needed to get into KEYS at the community college.
I went in to my case worker one day and was like “I don’t care if you put me in
EARN ‘cause I’m going back to school anyway. And she’s like, “You’re going to
school?” And I’m like,” Yeah, I just registered.” And she’s like “Oh well, why
don’t you do this program [KEYS]? “ I was like “How many other secret
programs do you guys have that you don’t say anything about? (Interview, April
16, 2012).
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EARN or Learn? Applicants who wish to go to college but are unaware of the
KEYS program option will be referred to the default work-first program Employment
Advancement and Retention Network (EARN), in order to fulfill the requirement that
they search for employment (‘job search’). In general, the KEYS students I interviewed
described their experience in EARN as sitting in the EARN center searching for jobs on
the computers. Kelly describes her experience:
You're in the computer lab... If you look around a lot of times you're not
really doing anything. The EARN center to me didn't help. Not only
with me but with other people. It's like they'll tell you ‘”Oh you have to
go find something or you're gonna be sanctioned”. Everybody run out
there pick up something. They have like five kids and a seven dollar an
hour job... It’s seven dollars an hour, seven fifty an hour. You're still
knocking on the county assistance office's door. If you have your
certificate, like CNA pharmacy tech which I have… they really didn't
have the jobs. When I did my pharmacy tech classes and I brought the
diploma back. they’re like “Oh congratulations, but well we can't help
you”. (Interview, February 11, 2013).
In 2012, the county downsized their existing County Assistance Offices and
EARN Centers from two sites to one. The office that was closed is located about 25
miles from the site of the second community college campus in the county. Applicants in
the county who previously would have been able to apply in their local area were
required to travel the distance to apply for welfare and also to participate in the
mandatory EARN program often before they managed to be referred to KEYS.
Understandably, this presents a hardship for the mothers who live in the outlying area
many of whom do not have cars. Kirsten, a mother with three children, ages 5, 3 and 1
reported that she had to take 3 buses each way to get to the EARN office just to “do job
search, which I could have done from home”. Saphira, mother of four who is planning a
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career in nursing talked about the logistical difficulty she encountered after the local
EARN center closed and she was required to report to the only EARN center available:
I've been in the EARN program... this was my first time actually getting cash
assistance cause I'm used to working. I love to work and it's like this is my first
time being on this. It's just become hectic now they’re [the EARN program
office] moving into ----town. That's really an inconvenience for me. They were
telling me to put my kids in day care in -----town. And I'm like how is that gonna
work? My kids go to school up here. So how will my kids go to day care to ----town if they go to school up here? Who's gonna bring them to -----town?
(Interview, March 20, 2013).
The experience of Kelly and Saphira reveals a particular disconnect between the
seemingly common-sense work-first mandates of the policy and the invisible work
imposed on the women who are required to comply or risk losing welfare benefits.
Digital Modes of Discipline
The plan outlined by the federal government stipulates that states must design and
implement within one year of PRWORA’s enactment “automatic data processing systems
capable of gathering required information, limiting fraud and abuse, and maintaining state
progress in achieving the goals of this legislation.” (P.L. 104-193, Section 2, Title1, p24).

Pennsylvania’s Commonwealth Workforce Development System (CWDS) was designed
by the Department of Labor and Industry and the Department of Public Welfare. The
CWDS is used by RESET workers to track compliance with work activities for
participants in EARN and communicate this information to caseworkers in the local
welfare office who monitor compliance and authorize continued enrollment or sanctions.
KEYS staff use CWDS to report compliance with work and program mandates for
students in the KEYS. Caseworkers in the local welfare office use a separate computing
system, the Client Information System (CIS), which is the system that was used to
capture enrollment information prior to PRWORA. The CIS is used to enter case and
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recipient information, determine eligibility, authorize benefits, trigger client notices,
generate reports, and send eligibility information to RESET workers in the EARN
program. Having two separate data systems, capturing different information on the same
individuals and being used by workers in three programs with separate mandates
increases the likelihood of fragmented or erroneous information. Likewise, users in
different programs are likely to be trained to use only parts of the system they need to
enter their information, leaving gaps in understanding of how the systems relate to each
other. As I discuss below, discrepancies in digital coding for these systems created
disagreement between KEYS and EARN staff that affected the capacity for women in the
study to access the college support program.
Activity Code 24. The KEYS and EARN programs report client activities through
the use of different ‘activity codes’ (Appendix C). KEYS facilitators use Code 14 for
TANF recipients or Code 15 for SNAP only recipients to report the amount of time
students are engaged in approved vocational education in community college. EARN
also has a code which can be used to document time that TANF clients participate in
vocational education activities – Code 24. However, EARN is not set up to provide
education beyond GED training or soft skills instruction. The main activity that clients in
EARN take part in is ‘job search’ which is indicated by Code 42.
In 2012, KEYS facilitators expressed concern about what they asserted was a
widespread practice of EARN administrators inappropriately using Code 24. This was a
particular concern for welfare clients who wanted to enroll in KEYS because the use of
Code 24 while in EARN counts against the time limit they can count toward vocational
education without having to participate in approved work activities. KEYS facilitators

101

claimed EARN case managers were using Code 24 to over report welfare clients’ time in
vocational education when what they were doing was writing resumes and doing job
search activities. In terms of EARN performance benchmarks, the practice of using Code
24 for time spent in the EARN program would effectively increase the number of clients
EARN could report as being served in their program. This practice came to light when
applicants to KEYS were denied access to the program because they were documented by
EARN contractors as having used up their allowable 12 months of vocational
educational. This was a concern for KEYS facilitators since denying clients’ requests for
referral to KEYS would not only deny the applicant the opportunity to increase her
educational attainment but could also result in reduced enrollment for the program and
the perception that the program was not needed.
Kelly’s story of how she gained access to KEYS was one of several similar
accounts I heard from students who reported that EARN case managers used their time in
that program to count against their time allocation toward vocational education activities
thereby denying access to KEYS. Kelly, who had some college credits previously and
had completed the training for Certified Nurse Assistant (CNA) during a time she was not
receiving public assistance. When she lost her job, Kelly applied for welfare and was
enrolled in EARN. After two months Kelly decided that rather than be “stuck” in the
EARN program she wanted to further her education, but was given “the runaround” at the
CAO. After visiting the community college campus with a friend Kelly said:
I went back and I spoke with my worker at the County Assistance Office.
And they looked at the report [from EARN] and they were like “Well we
can't put you in the KEYS program because you have eighteen months of
education.” And I said “Well, I need the proof. I need to see where I have
eighteen months of education, because the pharmacy tech-school was six
weeks and when I did the CNA I did that on my own. And that was three
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weeks. How does that [add up to eighteen months]...? Come to find out
they were including hours from the EARN center as education. So I was
not gonna leave it like that. I was determined to get into the KEYS program
and finish my education. So I got a lawyer. A legal aid, and he helped me
out...”(Interview, February, 11, 2013).
A KEYS director from another county I interviewed about this issue reported that
a private company, Employment Development Systems Incorporated (EDSI) had
assumed implementation of the EARN program in her county. This director described
EDSI as ‘all performance-based’. She related the story of one welfare-reliant mother she
worked with who had done all the preparation she was required to do in order to move
from EARN to KEYS such as applying for financial aid, registering for classes, and
informing the EARN worker at intake that she was planning to go to school. During a
monthly Direct Service Team (DST) meeting attended by KEYS directors and
facilitators, representatives from the CAO, and the county’s EARN program directors, the
KEYS director said she informed the EARN case manager in her county that the student
would be in school in a couple of weeks and needed to be terminated from the EARN
Program so she could be referred to KEYS. She summarized the exchange as follows:
She [EARN case manager] looked at me and said “I’m not terming her. That’s
a negative term[ination]. She can’t go to school.” I said, “all you see is dollar
signs. I sit at these DST meetings and I see these EARN students are working at
Wal-Mart for ten hours a week and losing the job in a month. I’m watchin’ this
week after week after week”. And I said, “You’re using Code 24 and you’re not
supposed to be using Code 24”. And she said to me “Oh, what’s the
difference? Nobody does anything for the students anymore.” And I said
“maybe you don’t, but I do, and you shouldn’t be using Code 24”. So I told
[DPW official] and that’s what started the ball rolling.” (Interview, KEYS
Director, July 12, 2013).
When noting that closing the student’s enrollment in EARN would result a
negative termination, the EARN case manager was alluding to the fact that in order to
refer this student to the KEYS program she would have to enter Code ‘3’ indicating
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withdrawal without Good Cause and which would reflect poorly on her unit’s EARN
performance benchmark. The termination codes available to the EARN workers are:
1 Employment of 20 hrs/wk or greater (part-time)
3 Withdraws or terminates without Good Cause
5 Completion of planned AMR/EDP activities - no employment
7 Other
8 Employment of 30 or more hrs/wk (full-time)
The director’s report of that conversation illustrates the tensions that can arise
when the pressure to achieve performance benchmarks comes up against the recipients’
goals of achieving a level of education that will increase their capacity to provide
economic stability for their families. The point being that these codes were constructed
on the basis of ‘work-first’ priorities and thus attending college was considered a
negative outcome. Considering college education a ‘failure’ is not uncommon in other
workforce development programs using performance funding after welfare restructuring
(Iversen, 2004). In the above case, being tied to such a system obscured the work of the
KEYS Director and compromised the student’s access to a program that exists alongside
the work-first program. It is an example of the potential systemic impact of designing
data systems that capture only those aspects of performance that are linked to funding.
The rationale for the practice of EARN contractors using Code 24 is
understandable from their standpoint in that the EARN is incentivized via pay-forperformance which is measured as the number of welfare recipients served in that
program. Job search, the main activity in EARN, is limited to 12 weeks whereas
vocational education is an approved core activity for 12 months. Although welfare
recipients were not participating in vocational education in the EARN Center, the
contractors were entering the vocational education code 24 on their reports, thereby
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artificially inflating the number of welfare recipients they were serving. When I asked
the CJP attorney who worked on an investigation about this he reported:
We went through quite an ordeal with DPW about the misuse of codes. Voc-ed
can include training from contractors, but I think that was completely bogus.
They [EARN case managers] know that there’s a shorter length of time they can
do job search and they don’t want to get burned on their Activity Compliance
Rate. So, they put people in these supposed voc-ed programs but they weren’t
really. We got data on all that stuff and there were a significant number of people
who were coded 24. When the EARN was asked about that they didn’t even
bother to respond … to try and justify the code. So all of those people if they
were still in KEYS could get credited with that time (Interview, Legal Advocate,
August 15, 2013).
The outcome was that EARN administrators were directed by DPW not to use
Code 24 and students who felt they were treated unfairly were permitted to appeal. CJP
reported that no students appealed. The state-level DPW official I spoke with claimed
that the investigation revealed that most students were in fact engaged in vocational
education activities while in EARN. Conversely, KEYS facilitators reported that by the
time the issue was addressed at the state level, most of the students who initially
complained about having their time in EARN counted as vocational education had either
left KEYS or finished their program while complying with the 20 or 30-hour work
mandate.
However, no mechanisms were set up to monitor the appropriate use of code 24
nor would penalties be imposed on EARN programs that continued to use the code
inappropriately. The fact that were no procedures put in place to enforce this directive
reflects the lower position KEYS occupies in the field of power compared with the
EARN program. Further, it is not clear how seriously EARN administrators took the
instruction not to use code 24. Several months after the inquiry concluded a facilitator
posted the following to the KEYS Google Group listserve:
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I was at an LMC [Local Management Committee] meeting this morning and
EARN has been told by DPW that they can begin to use code 24 again as long
as they provide industry-specific training. It was said (jokingly) that they
would code them 24 and do job search. I'm cynical enough to believe that.
(Google Group Email: August 2013).
These exchanges highlight the adversarial relations that can emerge over the
contested terrain of work-first and college education in the post-PRWORA performancefunded arena. The convergence of changes in policies which limited supports offered by
the KEYS program, the pressure on EARN administrators to meet unattainable work-first
performance targets, and a lack of clarity concerning the meaning of codes used to report
program activity in a fragmented reporting system created a dynamic that fostered
antagonism among local EARN and KEYS program administrators who might otherwise
work collaboratively.
Immigrant students. Study participants who are not US citizens encountered additional
barriers when trying to access college and KEYS. Alyza ,is a 25-year old mother of a 23
month old son. Born in Bangladesh, she emigrated to the US and had been living with
her brother and sister-in-law for five years. Alyza talked about the psychological abuse
she endured from her sister-in-law and fled that household feeling she and her son were
not safe living there. She and her son spent several months in a local shelter where she
was linked with the welfare office. Given that she was not a citizen, Alyza could only
receive TANF and Food stamps for her son who was born in the US. She was entitled to
child care, medical assistance, and transitional housing and was required to enroll in the
EARN program. Her experience in the EARN program echoed that of the other students I
interviewed: “Nobody’s helping me get a job. Everybody just work on the computer on
their own and just talk” (AA interview, 12-19-12). Not being well-versed in English,

106

with no transportation, and having little experience navigating public systems, a shelter
worker helped Alyza get a job at a library across the street. When her son contracted
pneumonia and was hospitalized after a few weeks in day care, Alyza was reported to the
welfare office for not showing up for work. She informed her caseworker that she
wanted to go to college. However, her request was initially denied based on her
citizenship status. After speaking with the KEYS Director at the community college
about her wish to enroll, Alyza was referred to Legal Aid and eventually was found to be
entitled to attend college through KEYS.
Elina (ES) is from Pakistan and has plans to be a dental hygienist. She was in the
United States on a visitor’s Visa staying with her mother after having left her abusive
husband in Pakistan. Elina had to seek domestic asylum before she could enroll in
KEYS or receive any benefits given her immigrant status. She spoke to me about the help
she received through HIAS Pennsylvania, an organization which assists immigrants
seeking asylum in navigating the legal process and making connections with social
service organizations. HIAS connected Elina with a legal group who prepared her case
for asylum which was granted.
The testimonies of welfare-reliant mothers attempting to gain access to the
promise of self-sufficiency they believe will be gained by a college education illustrate
the invisible work needed just to get a foot in the community college door. KEYS
administrators, caseworkers, and work-first contractors tied to a predetermined system of
performance standards act as gatekeepers in a new public management system formulated
to serve the imperatives of the private labor market.
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Unintended Consequences of excluding SNAP (Food Stamp) recipients from
KEYS supports. As noted above, in 2011 the Pennsylvania Legislature modified the
KEYS program guidelines to exclude SNAP-only recipients enrolled in KEYS from
receiving the Special Allowances (SPALs) for child care, transportation, books. The
reported rationale for this change was to limit the program to the neediest of recipients, a
policy that ostensibly made sense given the Commonwealth’s weak fiscal state of affairs.
For SNAP-only KEYS students however, not being able to receive these practical
supports meant that while they were enrolled in KEYS they were excluded from
important supports offered by the program. This action was contested by the CJP as
being inconsistent with the federal policy but the corrective took two years to be reflected
in the everyday practice of the CAOs. In the meantime SNAP-only KEYS students did
not have the benefit of the college support program’s SPALs.
One unintended consequence of this policy change was its potential to incentivize
Food Stamp (SNAP) only recipients who were eligible for TANF but had not taken it to
apply for cash assistance through TANF in order to be eligible for the SPALs benefits
offered to TANF participants in KEYS. Navigating this restriction, Sasha a SNAP only
recipient and the mother of four children, one with autism disorder says:
I found out that I did qualify for cash assistance at a very, very low amount so I
went ahead and went on cash assistance for about 60 days to get into the KEYS
program. (Interview, March 2, 2012).
When asked about her opinion of the SNAP-only restrictions KEYS student and
TANF recipient Kelly replied:
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They should start it up again because…it's the few people here that I've met over
the summer coming to the workshops... as well as some of the students that I know
at the CC in [another county], that's in the KEYS program. And they're like “Well
I don't need cash, I just want to be able to go to school, get my child care you know
work or whatever but... I don't really need the cash”. And, you know, it just makes
it seem like you have... in order to get some help, in order to get a little bit of help,
you have to… you know get the cash (Interview, February 11,2013).
This is an example of what organizational researchers call a perverse incentive in
that a rule designed to incentivize eligible individuals to seek work and decrease TANF
caseloads served to produce the opposite effect (Brodkin, 2006; Soss, Fording, &
Schram, 2011).
Conclusion
Access to college for welfare-reliant women involves both visible and invisible
components. The ‘visible’ complexity of agreements such as the Application for
Benefits, the Agreement of Mutual Responsibility, and the Employment Development
Plan that authorize access to welfare benefits and orient applicants to work-first, parallels
‘invisible’ gatekeeping practices such as withholding information about the KEYS
option, and delimiting ‘choice’ to work-first activities. These behind-the-scenes
processing interchanges appear as neutral instructions but nonetheless obscure the subtle
coercive aspects of applying for welfare at work to deter potential students from
accessing the KEYS program. The underlying digital tools that link to accountability
systems produce even more ‘invisible’ hurdles for access to welfare support and to
college. Yet, the nineteen women in this study did manage to get into the KEYS
program. As discussed in the following chapter, administrative practices and
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accountability mechanisms aligned with work-first mandates presented additional visible
and invisible obstacles for staying in college.
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Chapter 6: The Invisible Work of Staying in College
Everything has gotten much more about compliance and hours and paperwork
and all of that. At first, to me it was more everybody was excited about school
and helping people go to school. But now I feel that so much of it is hours and
timesheets. It just feels like a shift in focus to me. (KEYS Facilitator, TW March
20, 2013).
A Normal Day
Welfare-reliant mothers are often perceived as leading disorganized and chaotic
lives. But the everyday lives of KEYS students I spoke with challenges that
characterization. In order to juggle family, school, and welfare responsibilities the
women have devised highly organized and structured activities. KEYS students Sandra,
the mother of three and Tamika the mother of five provide narratives of their typical
days. Sandra who was enrolled in five classes when we spoke describes it this way:
I wake up around seven. I'll get in the shower and then I'll wake my kids up. And
then they're to the age where they can do stuff on their own. They'll brush their
teeth and wash their face and then they'll get dressed ‘cause I picked out their
clothes the night before. Then I'll feed them breakfast. And then we go to the
daycare, and then I'll come to school. I like to come to school an hour before my
classes start. So I eat something here then I'll do some homework or just sit
around. ‘Cause I like to be here just a little bit before my classes start. But that's
like a morning for me. And then I'm just here. And I stick to myself. It's not social
hour. But I have a few friends I might see…be like “hey, hi”. But I keep it
moving. Then I just go to my classes. My classes this semester they're over at
6:55. So I'm here from 11:00 to 7:00 at night. I get home about 7:30-7:35. Well
depending on where I gotta pick the kids up. If they're at my mom's, if they're at
my sister's, or if they're at my brother's I'll pick them up. Then if they didn't eat...
well most likely they ate. I give them a bath and then lay them down ‘cause I'm
tired by the time the day's over (Interview, February 19, 2013).
Tamika also recounts a typical day of strategically organized activities:
TP: My day starts at 6 a.m. So that's preparing myself to prepare my children. So
I get up and do my own, you know my prayer. I just meditate for a minute get
myself and thoughts together. Watch the news a little bit then I go prepare my
children. Get them up situated and settled. Get the three to daycare if I need them
to go to daycare, by seven o'clock. Then the other two, the oldest two which one
is in high school, one is in middle school. Get them there by seven thirty no later
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than seven forty five. So, I'm here, I'm there and then I'm there. Then if I have
time I usually go back home and get my breakfast and my coffee in. Then I have
my little me time before I come to college and my classes depending on the time.
No later than nine o'clock do any of my classes start. So I'm usually here early. [I]
do what I have to do here. Then I leave here at three-thirty, four. Go get the
children. Homework, dinner family time, if there's an appointment that I have to
go to. I do a lot of running. Yes, one hat to another hat to another hat, to another
hat till I go to bed.
LN: When do you get your studying in?
TP: Night time, I'm like up until like eleven, twelve o'clock. (Interview, January
16, 2013).
Neither Sandra nor Tamika talked about the self-monitoring activities they engage
in as participants in the program that are part of their normal day. Expectations of
welfare-reliant mothers in KEYS to document and report their movements for the
purpose of providing accountability data to the work-first system involve a good deal of
invisible work that adds to the demands of parenting alone and maintaining academic
progress.
Within one week after being referred to KEYS and each semester thereafter
students are required to complete a service plan that outlines their required activities and
hours of participation in KEYS (KEYS Program Policy and Procedures Manual, 2012-13,
p. 5). The service plan documents the days, times, and hours that the student will be
attending classes, participating in internships, practicum or other activity required by her
academic program. Employment, work study, and community service activities will need
to be arranged and coordinated with class schedules in order to comply with the required
hours of authorized activities needed to continue to receive TANF benefits while
attending college.
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As liaisons between the community college and the welfare office KEYS
facilitators are responsible for recording and reporting compliance with the service plan.
Maintaining information on students’ compliance with each activity outlined in the
students’ service plans must be completed within a specified window of time. For
example, DPW instructs KEYS staff to: 1) Enroll new students in KEYS within 7 days of
referral from the CAO; 2) Enter attendance hours within 7 days; 3) Terminate students
within 3 days of determining that a student’s KEYS case is to be closed.

Facilitators

also perform the invisible work of helping students find approved activities that fit with
their class schedules and interact with the caseworkers in the local CAO to solve
discrepancies when students report not receiving benefits they are entitled to.
All of these tasks structure a normal day for KEYS facilitators who expressed to
me that when they accepted the assignment they thought their primary role would be
engaging the women in activities that support their development as competent learners.
They were surprised to find that in practice their time was taken up with administrative
tasks that ensured KEYS students’ compliance welfare regulations.
When I asked KEYS facilitators at SACC how the program has evolved since
they started working there they talked about the increase in administrative reporting to
the local CAO. Tina, whose training is in counselor education and guidance, has been
working in KEYS at the satellite campus of since 2008 reports:
Everything has gotten much more about compliance and hours and paperwork
and all of that. At first, to me it was more everybody was excited about school
and helping people go to school. But now I often feel that so much of it is hours
and timesheets. It just feels like a shift in focus to me. (Interview, March 20,
2013).
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KEYS facilitator Danielle stressed that she views her job as an academic advisor
and an advocate for KEYS students, helping them navigate the welfare and college
systems. She expressed some frustration about spending more of her time on
administrative activities and paperwork than in supporting students academically.
Danielle notes that these increased administrative demands on her core function are
coming from both the county welfare office and from the community college.
We do a lot of advising related to any class issues they may have; if they’re
struggling with their classes; if they’re missing classes because their child got sick
or if they’re sick or are in the hospital. So, we do a lot of mediating with the
students and the instructors and with the students and the RESET workers.
They’ll come in and they’ll have some issue. Usually it has to do with not
receiving their transportation money or their book allowance money. Sometimes
they’ll come in because they need support – someone to help them figure out
things. “I can’t figure out how I’m going to manage my course load and do work
study”. Or “I’m falling behind in my classes and I don’t know what to do”. There
is so much work to be done in conjunction with meeting with students and also
completing paperwork. Every week we have to enter hours for the timesheets.
We have to track their transportation requests; make sure that’s getting done.
[There is] a lot of paperwork, paper trails and tracking. I don’t necessarily feel a
balance. There is increased administrative paperwork that sometimes results in
me not being able to meet as frequently with the student. Not to mention there
being a focus in the Student Success Center [the college division where KEYS is
located] to spend less time with the students yet provide quality service. This is
challenging since our students are not the traditional college students who are just
looking for someone to register them for classes. They’re looking for guidance
and support; someone to advocate for them. It’s hard to do that in 30 minutes. I
don’t feel like we’re giving students what they need. The priority seems to be the
numbers or it seems to be the reports (Interview, June 25, 2013).
These testimonies illustrate the impact that accountability to performance
benchmarks has on the everyday work of KEYS staff. Time spent on activities designed
to demonstrate compliance with work-first mandates leaves little time for facilitators to
provide the type of critical quality support students actually need that were central to the
design of the KEYS program. As Brodkin (2013) notes in her study of informal
adaptations that welfare caseworkers make to meet job placement quotas, performance
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monitoring “creates incentives to pay attention to what is measured and be less attentive
to what is not” (p. 26). This study suggests that selectively measured work-first
performance benchmarks may be achieved at the expense of providing needed academic
support to KEYS participants.
Counting Down the ‘Voc-Ed’ Clock
Research has shown that traditional students who work more than 20 hours a
week are more likely to struggle academically than those who do not (Austin &
McDermott, 2003). Likewise, federal work-study programs limit work to 10 hours per
week. As noted in Chapter 1, with the 2012 fiscal year state budget in Pennsylvania,
vocational education that was previously countable as a core activity for KEYS students
under TANF for 24 months is now countable only for 12 months. After that time, a
student must combine college attendance with 20 or 30 hours of another federally
countable core work activity while attending college. Arguably this policy was
implemented to transition welfare recipients in KEYS from two-year degree programs to
short-term certificate programs of no more than 12 months in order to expedite their exit
from welfare caseloads. Current KEYS students who began the program under the old
rules were grandfathered in and had a total of 24 months retroactive to the date they
began the program. Newly eligible KEYS students have only 12 months to count
education as a core work activity before having to work 20 or 30 hours per week while
attending community college. This restriction, motivated by the logic of work-first,
creates another invisible barrier to college persistence for women in KEYS who are
responsible for caring for their children while maintaining acceptable academic
performance.
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A hidden dimension of the calculus of time spent in solely college activities is a
rule stipulated at the federal level, that if a student uses just 1 day of a month as
vocational education time, she is considered having used an entire month. This means
that in order for KEYS students to keep as much of the twelve months in which
vocational education [‘voc-ed’]time is considered a core activity, KEYS facilitators go to
great lengths to make sure to close students’ KEYS enrollment for the period of time a
student is not taking classes but instead may have another activity such as employment,
community service, or job search which fulfills the TANF core activity requirement.
KEYS facilitator Rachel explains:
Since they are now only allowed 12 months of voc. ed. time I'm very conscious of
that. If they've used one day of a month of voc-ed. time, they've used the entire
month. So if a student is going to work for the summer and not taking classes over
summer semester I make sure that I close the voc. ed. time and open up
unsubsidized employment or community service. And I make sure that I close it
at the end of the month so they don't even use an extra day. So they won't be
penalized. (Interview, June 4, 2013).
The problem noted in Chapter 4 of EARN workers incorrectly using Code 24 to
indicate that welfare recipients were receiving educational training while in EARN which
kept potential college-bound welfare recipients from being referred to KEYS, follows
those who do gain access to KEYS. Women who managed to get into KEYS would start
college with some of those 12 months documented in the CWDS database system as
having already been used for education. Understandably, this was especially critical for
KEYS students who were subject to the newer 12-month limit for counting KEYS as a
core activity without the need to supplement it with 20 or 30 hours of work or community
service. Kirsten was one of these women. She was informed when she started KEYS
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that she had already used up ten of the twelve months allotted to her. She was adamant
that she had not received any educational training in EARN.
I called my caseworker at welfare and he said I exhausted my twelve months. I
had my GED since I was 18 and I’m 26. That just goes to show I was not doing
GED in EARN. I was not getting any education in EARN. All you offer is GED
or Job Search. (Interview March 20,2013).
When we spoke, Kirsten was struggling to find something to fill the additional 20
hours per week of core work activity she needed to document in addition to raising her
three children and going to college after just being in KEYS and college for two months.
Kirsten was under the impression that the use of the wrong code was simply a mistake on
the part of EARN staff and questioned who should be responsible for correcting the
situation:
What bothers me is that the second it’s one of us that’s on welfare …and all the
things we have to do…. When it’s their mistake then we suffer for it. Right now
– I’m so far behind on my hours. If I don’t meet my hours I’m done. I’m kicked
off the program, I have no child care. I have nothing. You know what I mean?
And it’s not even my fault. I’ve been doing everything that I’m supposed to be
doing. (Interview, March 20, 2013).
In addition to the 20 or 30 hour work requirement after 12 months in an approved
vocational education program, the DPW performance metric for the proportion of KEYS
students in short-term certificate programs has been increased from 50% to 75% in
academic year 2014 .Students and facilitators recognize that the likelihood of earning a
family-sustaining wage with this type of certification is low. In my interviews I ask the
students and KEYS staff what they would do if they had an opportunity to create an ideal
college support program for welfare-reliant mothers. Unsurprisingly, the issue of 12
months in college as being too little time and certificates rather than degrees as being
inadequate in terms of career opportunities frequently arises. Sarah, the young mother of
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a four-year old daughter who would like to pursue a Bachelor’s degree and work as a
counselor in a drug and alcohol recovery house explains her view:
I think the whole program is good in general. The good things about it are that it’s
even available; that we have the opportunity to go to school. But I think that 12
months just isn't enough. You can't get a degree in 12 months. So it's sort of like
they're helping us out but then we're not getting to the end…to where we need to
go. They're just helping us out then letting us go halfway through. If you could get
an Associate’s [degree], you can at least get your foot in the door somewhere.
And then build from there on your own after the 24 months is up. (Interview,
March 29, 2013).
I asked KEYS facilitator Tina, what she thought of the 12-month certificate
programs performance benchmark:
I don't mind the thing where people have to do work or community service,
because from a career counseling standpoint I advise any student to get involved
in volunteer work, or community service. I mean that's beneficial for personal
reasons, for professional reasons. So there's part of that I don't mind. I do wish
that ..…you know, they keep trying to have us focus on getting people into
certificate programs because they're short term. But, from my experience our
certificate programs don't actually help anybody get a decent paying job. I mean
maybe medical assisting. But our credit certificate programs that are financially
covered… if that's the credential someone leaves with I really don't see that as
being an actual... It's better than nothing. I'm happy that at least that's supported
and that it helps. And some people.. that's where they need to stop. I mean maybe
they're just not ready to pursue a whole degree. But, you know, a lot of people
that do come into KEYS and are motivated to get an Associate's degree it’s going
to be much more helpful to them than the certificates. (Interview, March 20,
2013).
Although the KEYS facilitators handle the bulk of the administrative reporting to the
CAO related to ensuring continuing compliance with the KEYS program, the women are
responsible for complying with semi-annual reviews of their TANF eligibility, and for
updating their caseworker of changes in address or household composition. As with
having to complete timesheets, the women don’t complain about the idea of having to do
these things in order to maintain their welfare benefits, but feel stressed about what they
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perceive as unnecessarily burdensome procedures that waste time they could be spending
on other priorities such as meeting their children’s needs and attending school. Saphira, a
mother of four children whose goal it is to be a pediatric nurse explains:
Having four kids, dealing with ... I mean I'm probably at doctor's appointments every
other day and it's like going to doctor's appointments, trying to keep my kids active,
and dealing with welfare. And always going down there it's like every time they...
I'm like can't you just have a phone conversation with me? And they're taking me
out of class like they want me to be there at nine o'clock. My classes start at 9:05 so
now I'm missing a whole day of school. Just to come sit here…for you to talk to me
for five minutes. Like I literally sit out there for an hour and a half to two hours just
for me to have a five minute meeting? Like we could've done this over the phone. I
really don't feel I should've had to come all the way down here. Take a two hour trip
just to talk to you for five minutes.(Interview, March 20, 2013).
Surveillance
Once enrolled in KEYS students’ time is strictly monitored by the welfare
system down to the minute. KEYS facilitators enter weekly timesheet hours into the
CWDS computer system. Students are aware that any shortfalls of time can be counted
against them and may cause them to be sanctioned from welfare benefits or eliminated
from the KEYS program. The women I interviewed didn’t seem to mind having to report
their activities to the CAO. In fact, they considered this a reasonable demand for
receiving the benefits KEYS offered. Having interacted over time with the institution of
welfare, they are accustomed to having to divulge their personal and financial
information as well as their living arrangements, their child’s school attendance and other
activities that permit continued receipt of welfare and KEYS support. When I asked
Sandra, a 25-year old mother of three whose goal was to pursue a Bachelor’s degree in
Political Science, how she felt about the reporting requirements for being in the KEYS
program she seemed to consider trading her privacy a part of the package and her choice:
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The KEYS program is very helpful. You can literally just focus on your school. I
like the KEYS program because without it like I don't know how far into my
degree I would be. I don't think the rules and stuff is too much. For welfare being
like all in your business and want to know everything… everything. That gets
annoying sometimes, but that's part of what you signed up for. (Interview,
February 19, 2013).
Since 2011, surveillance activities have intensified and reporting requirements
have become more complex and cumbersome leading to some frustration among students
and facilitators. For example, in the past, students were permitted to round a 55 minute
class to one hour on their timesheet. Starting in 2011, KEYS students have been required
to make up the five minutes and to convert their time in approved activities such as class
time to the proportion of an hour (55 minute class = .92 hours).
Leticia and Serena have been KEYS students since before this change was
implemented and note the effect this new restriction practice has on their capacity to
focus on school work.
When I first started if you had a nine o'clock class to 9:55 you’re gonna put down
you was in class for an hour. Now they want everything. It's like they change
everything to try to get you to that frustrated part. Now you want me to do this.
You don't want it an hour you want to say fifty-five minutes but you don't want it
to say fifty-five minutes you want it in decimal points! So, and it's just like you're
already thinking about.. I'm trying to make sure I have my papers done. I gotta
make sure I got this homework done. I gotta do this! I gotta have my kids! I got
this, I got this, I got this! And you're complaining about that! You
know…something as small as that. You know? (Interview, March 3, 2014).
I'm in work fulltime, school fulltime, mom fulltime. It's hard 'cause you have to do
all these hours. I have to clock in. Then, I have to figure out my hours. Filling out
the timesheet is a hassle. You can't round off -- you have to convert minutes to
decimals. (Interview, February 24, 2012).
The women are permitted to count one hour of unmonitored study time for every one
hour of class time toward their hours of KEYS participation. In addition, monitored study time,
not to exceed the hours recommended by the community college, is also counted toward the
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student’s required hours of participation. Prior to the 2014 academic year, signing in and out of
a log in the KEYS office was acceptable verification of time the student spent studying. As a
result of an audit completed in 2012 students are now required to have their monitored study
time signed by a third party. This added disciplinary process, an embarrassing requirement
especially for adult women, is an example of what Fox-Piven (1993) has refers to as ‘a
degradation ritual’. Like fingerprinting and drug testing proposed as pre-requisites for
enrollment in TANF, the practice of having a college staff or faculty member verify that the
student was sitting within eyesight and looked to be studying serves to intensify the stigma of
being on welfare.
When I asked KEYS Facilitator Tina what if any aspects of the KEYS policy she would
like to see changed, in addition to the 12-month certificate performance measure described
above, she pointed to the third-party signature requirement for monitored study time:
Ok, if they're in the library then they have to get the librarian to sign off. And
how much more do you want people to feel like they're a welfare recipient? And
then plus in the college you've got people doing things and they're not sure what
they're signing so that's kind of... I don't know. I mean yes, for people who are
getting that type of benefit there are things you just have to do and I get it. But
most people are already feeling kind of down on their luck. To be like: “you need
to go get the librarian to sign off that you were sitting here”. You know?
(Interview, March 20, 2013).
Getting and keeping KEYS benefits
Books. One of the critical Special Allowances (SPALs) KEYS students receive
as part of their membership in the program is a book allowance. The allowance is meant
to assist the students with the cost of books needed for classes in their major. In previous
years, students were permitted to request an allowance to purchase new or used books (up
to $2,000/year until 2012). In 2012, the book allowance was changed to $1,000 lifetime
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and books were to be in used rather than new condition. Along with the decrease in book
allowance, the new rule stipulated that the caseworker and not the student would oversee
the search for used books and authorize the cost to be applied to the student’s book
allowance. The process required students to submit a book request to the CAO and after
searching online the caseworker would authorize an amount equal to what was found
online. This often took several weeks. Students in this situation had three options: either
purchase the book with their own funds, use their financial aid funds to purchase books,
or go without the book. Students who purchased books using their own funds were
ineligible for reimbursement from their book allowance.
Letisha, the mother of three children ages 16, 13 and 5 whose career goal is to be
a surgical technician compares the previous process of acquiring books with recent
changes that have taken place:
In the beginning um you know it was easier because you're on campus. You go
over there; you find your book you need. You get your books, start your classes
and life goes on. Now they want you to search for cheaper books on Abe.com or
Amazon and compare to the book store books. And if you don't have a credit card
get a prepaid credit card and then they'll put the money on your Access card.
Which you can't get all that money off your access card to put on there. So you're
still short, and by the time they do all that... classes have started and you're
already a week in and you're behind on your assignments and they don't care
about that as long as you find cheaper books. And you're not allowed to buy
something ahead of time and get reimbursed because then they're saying you had
enough money to get it so you don't need the money. It’s still like you're putting
another stumbling block in my way, and I'm just trying to get ahead (Interview,
March 3, 2013).
After students informed the KEYS director of problems obtaining books, the
director attempted to work this out with the CAO but reported that calls to the caseworker
were not returned. It was only after the legal advocate from the Community Justice
Project (CJP) conducted a case-by-case review that the students’ allowances were
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released. I sat in on this meeting of directors, facilitators, and legal advocates the purpose
of which was to review cases in which students were unable to access this allowance in
time to purchase books for their class or the amount needed to purchase the book did not
cover the cost to the student. It was clear from this experience that the procedure for
authorizing book payments needed to be revised. As the CJP attorney explains:
They’d [CAO worker] go online and they’d figure out where you can get it
cheaper and so they cut that total request down by half. And then they’d
authorize a special allowance for that amount. But they wouldn’t tell anybody
where the books could be found and at what price. So, the clients were getting
half of what they requested and no way to get the used books because they didn’t
know where [to get them].
I mean it was really bad. And so we had a spreadsheet of probably thirty people
at least and we fought with them over this and finally we came up with a system
that actually should be used statewide. The CAO was willing, so we worked out a
system. Under this system the CAO agreed to turn decisions around very quickly.
So the CAO said ‘look we’ll turn the decisions around in two or three days’… I
forget what it was. And we’ll include in the auth[orization]… the cost of a gift
card. And then the students could go to like a Rite Aid or you know, or whatever
and get a gift card for the exact amount of the books that were needed. And then
use that card to buy the books. So you know, good things do come out of bad and
challenging…, and even conflict (Interview, November 18, 2012).
This narrative is illustrative of an invisible organizational disjuncture between the
student’s everyday life and the institutional priorities of the welfare institution. It is
reasonable from both the state’s perspective and that of the student, that purchasing used
books is a good practice. It is also conceivable that increased attention to what is spent
on books may have been a cost-shifting tactic to have students purchase books through
federal financial aid, thereby reducing state spending.
An analysis that began from the caseworker’s standpoint may have produced a
different understanding of the situation. As other research on the impact of workplace
restructuring after PRWORA has noted (Brodkin,2011; Iversen, 2000; Ridzi, 2009; Soss,
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Fording & Schram, 2011), caseworkers face increased accountability to practices that
stress the enforcement of strict work-first requirements. Perhaps the worker had been
pressured by a supervisor to reduce fund outlays or was preoccupied with making the
WPR numbers. Yet, one can imagine as Letisha conveyed, that having to confront this
barrier to learning, a mother with limited resources may find her efforts at college a futile
endeavor and quit, thus becoming part of a statistical outcome of an evaluation study that
finds postsecondary education for welfare-reliant mothers doesn’t work.
Good Cause and Sanctions. Pressure on the CAO to maintain their work
participation rate also played out when KEYS students who did not meet their work
requirements during a month claimed ‘good cause’ for doing so. Good cause for
noncompliance with work requirements can be demonstrated for child illness,
transportation problems, no child care (P.L. 104-193; § 165.52). KEYS students are
allowed a total of 16 hours per month and 80 hours per rolling calendar year of
documented excused absence time. The KEYS director in the county where this study
took place would document good cause which she reported was regularly denied by the
CAO leading to several students having their benefits withdrawn. These discrepancies,
which went on for over a year, further compromised the relationship between the KEYS
staff and the CAO administrators. Again, CJP intervened and eventually DPW
administrators required KEYS and CAOs to meet weekly in Direct Service Team
meetings (DST) to review proposed sanctions on a case-by-case basis to solve the
discrepancies (Informant Interview, November 18, 2012).
One dispute involved sanctioning KEYS students for not complying with the
minimum number of hours in approved work activities. KEYS students often have to
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piece together multiple activities to fill the 20 or 30-hour weekly work requirement
needed to maintain compliance with the TANF regulations. KEYS staff report students’
hours using the CWDS system. During the DST meetings it was discovered that the CIS
tracking system used by the CAO was designed to pick up only one work-related activity
and was not counting hours for students who were involved in multiple core activities in
order to fulfill their 20 or 30 hours of required work activities. Consequently, the CAO
staff was seeing only some of the hours a student was actually working and moved to
sanction those students. The supervisor of the CAO where this study was conducted
complained to a CJP legal advocate that ‘KEYS was causing their Work Participation
Rate to tank’ (Key Informant Interview, November 18, 2012). After the case-by-case
manual reviews were completed, KEYS students were found to be in compliance 99% of
the time the CAO initially identified noncompliance.
Consequently, the design of a tracking system which did not adequately
comprehend or account for the invisible work of having to piece together multiple work
activities in order to comply with mandates imposed on KEYS students increases the
potential for error in the reporting of student success in KEYS as well as the likelihood
that students will be inappropriately sanctioned. As of this writing the system problem
still exists and KEYS students with more than one countable activity are being listed on
the CAO reports to the DPW as non-compliant which to the extent it is included in the
KEYS program performance measure will not reflect well on the program as a whole
each year when funding for the program is up for renewal. The Community Justice
Project attorneys advised KEYS Directors to keep their own data to be able to present
when needed.
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Sanctioning for child age 6 or over. As noted, after the 12-month period
allowed for vocational education expires, mothers in KEYS are required to participate in
an approved work activity for either 20 or 30 hours per week in addition to their college
classes. Mothers whose youngest child is under age 6 are required to participate in an
approved work activity for 20 hours per week, whereas mothers whose youngest child is
age 6 or older need to do 30 hours to avoid being sanctioned for noncompliance. A
KEYS facilitator explained that a computer error in calculating the age of KEYS
students’ children resulted in students being sanctioned erroneously. The computing
system was rounding up the age of children at the beginning of the year they were turning
6 years old rather than using the child’s actual birthdate. When I mentioned this to the
CJP attorney he responded:
I know! It’s like one problem after another. I don’t know. It really causes you to
lose confidence in anything they have. They’ve been using this system for years
and they can’t get basic stuff like this right? (Informant interview, June 6, 2013).
Another invisible practice that may have resulted in the premature removal of
students from KEYS for non-compliance with work requirements was to issue a
confirming termination notice without a notice of pending termination. This is a
violation of welfare recipients’ constitutional right to a pre-termination appeal hearing. A
KEYS student at the community college who received such a letter brought it to the
attention of Legal Services of Southeastern Pennsylvania who in turn wrote to the CAO
staff responsible for issuing the confirmation of termination informing her of the
violation and explaining the client’s right to due process. After this case was settled,
another case of a confirming notice signed by the same CAO staff member was brought
to the attention of the CJP by the KEYS Director. This allowed CJP to argue that this
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was not a mistake but was either deliberate or with reckless indifference to the law. CJP
forwarded this issue to the DPW Director of the Bureau of Operations which took the
matter seriously and assigned an area manager to work on the problem which at that point
was acknowledged to be widespread with over one hundred people affected in this one
CAO alone.
Making Work Pay? Students who were fulfilling their core activity
requirements by working in paid employment had to monitor their monthly pay carefully
so that it would not result in a reduction of their welfare benefits or make them ineligible
altogether. Sasha, a 32-year old mother of four children was meeting her required hours
while in school by working a part-time job at the community college that paid her $11.85
an hour. Sasha was offered a full-time job as a KEYS administrative assistant which
increased her pay to $14.50 an hour with health benefits. No longer a KEYS student but
attending college on her own, Sasha told me she thought “I’m gonna make it. I’m gonna
be able to support my children” (personal communication, March 2, 2012). Sasha had not
understood that by making an additional $2.65 an hour she would be paying much more
toward her housing and medical insurance and that she would find herself in a worse
financial position than before she took the job.
Reality is you can’t [‘make it’]. Reality is you lose so much. In that nine month
period of time that I was in that position, I put in probably about $8000 dollars on
the credit cards just to keep afloat. It wasn’t anything over and excessive it was
just I lost that much in supports. I lost my health insurance but I had it through
the KEYS program. My children, I had to switch them over to Blue Chips, where
there was like a lax period of time there. Um, my housing went from like $40 a
month to like $890 a month. So the money I was making I was losing because
also my child care went from like $40 a week to $190 a week so I really wasn’t
making any more money, I was making a lot less. So when I sat down and figured
it all out it was one of those situations where if I worked minimum wage and I try
to finish out my degree, it’s much better for me to do that than work this job, still
have to pay out more money and not get ahead (Interview, March 2, 2012).
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Although Sasha was one practicum away from completing her Associate’s
degree, she quit the $14.50 an hour job to go back to fast food work so she could get the
financial support she needed.
Conclusion
This chapter illustrates the local coordinating practices stemming from directives
at the federal level that are intended to limit the financial supports and time spent in
postsecondary education for women who managed to gain access to KEYS. Monitoring
time through the use of revised calendar calculations such as attributing 1 day in
vocational education to 1 month, and counting time spent in EARN as vocational
education, keep the mothers and KEYS staff tethered to the ideas and practices of workfirst and shift the focus from learning to accountability to measurable work activities.
New public management performance benchmarks and data collection systems
reorganize daily experiences to what is countable, and in doing so instill the neoliberal
notion that what is important is that which is measured.
Panoptic surveillance disciplines the women through constant observation and
assessment of their compliance to work-first mandates. The women’s embodied activities
are distilled through digital representations of their movements, a disciplining process
which the women themselves participate in thereby reproducing the experiences that
subordinate them. What is obscured in the minutiae of time surveillance are the relations
of power that are felt but nonetheless are assumed to be the natural order of things (i.e.,
this is what you signed up for; your ‘choice’).
It is important to note here that my emphasis on the women and KEYS staff
excludes a description of the disciplinary tools welfare workers employ against
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themselves in order to keep their own jobs. Given an opportunity to interview
caseworkers and RESET workers, I may have observed, as other researchers of
workplace reorganization have (Brodkin, 2006; Moffatt, 2002; Ridzi, 2009, Schram &
Silverman, 2012), that similar modes of discipline and surveillance that students and
KEYS staff participate in, also reshape the discretionary practices available to welfare
workers in ways that prioritize attainment of work-first quotas.
Surveillance of KEYS students’ compliance with work-first mandates also serves
to reinforce identities of difference and discredited social status outside the welfare
office. The message that women receiving welfare benefits are untrustworthy and by
extension are undeserving, is transmitted through degradation rituals (Naples, 1998;
Piven, 1993) illustrated by the requirement to obtain a third party signatory from a
college employee to witness that they were studying. Practices such as this reinforce
existing degraded identities of welfare recipients and represent another hidden dimension
of state activity -- one that can hinder the type of self-appraisal supportive of academic
success. The following chapter extends the analysis to the ideological work that is
accomplished through the women’s lived experiences as they engage with the people and
practices of the reformed welfare institution while in college.
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Chapter 7: Navigating the stigma of dependency
Finally, stigmatization is entirely contingent on access to social,
economic, and political power that allows the identification of
differentness, the construction of stereotypes, the separation of labeled
persons into distinct categories, and the full execution of disapproval,
rejection, exclusion and discrimination. (Link & Phelan, 2001, p.367).
A key goal of institutional ethnographic research is to uncover the ideological and
social processes that produce experiences of subordination (DeVault & McCoy, 2006, p.
19). Link and Phelan (2001) speak of ways that social, economic, and political power
distributes stigma in local interactions in such a manner that justifies reduced funding,
and isolated environments for stigmatized groups. Although Link and Phelan primarily
apply the concept of institutionalized disadvantage of the ‘stigmatized’ to racial
minorities and persons with mental disabilities, their analysis can be deployed to advance
an understanding of stigmatizing processes welfare-reliant mothers encounter in their
pursuit of a college degree.
The stigma associated with the receipt of welfare has been well documented in
welfare research (Herrnstein & Murray, 1994; Huda, 2001; Jarrett, 1996; Katz, 2008,
2013; Madsen, 2003; Murray, 1984; Reese, 2005; Seccombe, James & Walters, 1998;
Sidel, 2000). Stigmatizing descriptions of welfare-reliant mothers reflect the public
opposition to welfare and carry with them implicit connotations of race, social class,
individual pathology, and of course, gender. These are not anomalous characterizations
but rather have become standard discourse about poor mothers in the United States found
in popular media as well as in the writings of social science analysts and policy makers.
Indeed, studies of mothers receiving welfare describe the embarrassment of being
forced to self-identify as such in public situations such as using food stamps in a grocery
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store, or when having to submit to demeaning comments of welfare caseworkers or when
trying to ‘pass’ as a ‘normal’ student in social situation where they encounter derisive
depictions of welfare recipients (Adair, 2001; Lens, 2007; Madsen, 2003; Rogers-Dillon,
1995). A participant in Madsen's 2003 study elaborates:
Everyone has to know that you are on welfare. When you go to work, you have
to tell your employer, "Well, excuse me, but I'm on welfare and could you write
me a letter?" I could show them a paycheck stub, but that might allow me to have
some dignity. And even that's not enough for them. Every time I get re-certified,
every three months, I have to get someone in my children's schools to sign a piece
of paper saying that my children are really going to school. As if I'd keep them
home! So my children are stigmatized, too; everyone in the school knows they're
on welfare. There is no such thing as confidentiality when you're on welfare. (p.
144).
In an attempt to understand how stereotypes could influence academic
performance Steele and colleagues (1995) examined the impact of negative racial
stereotyping on academic performance through a series of experiments which showed
how test scores changed by manipulating instructions to Black students as to whether the
test was one of intellectual ability or simply a task unrelated to intellectual ability. They
hypothesized that the threat of confirming the negative social stereotype would interfere
with the cognitive functioning of students and provide an explanation for the lower scores
frequently found between Blacks and Whites on standardized tests. They called this
psychological adaptation ‘stereotype threat’.
The most deleterious outcome of stereotype threat according to Steele and
colleagues is what they termed ‘identity-based disengagement’. In an effort to protect
one’s positive self-evaluation when faced with a situation of stereotype threat a person
will tend to disassociate with that aspect that is causing the threat to one’s measure of
self-worth. They suggested that there are profound implications for academic endeavors
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if as a result of avoiding confirming the stereotype of lower intellectual ability for
example, minority students disengage with learning endeavors.
Quinn and Spencer (2001) studied the impact of stereotype threat on women’s
mathematical abilities in relation to men’s and found similar outcomes. That is, women
scored lower on math test in situations manipulated to produce high stereotype threat,
whereas they scored equally well as men on the same test when told it was gender fair.
The researchers hypothesized that stereotype threat interfered with the cognitive
resources available to the women who were then unable to formulate strategies to solve
the problem under conditions of high-stereotype-threat (Quinn & Spencer, 2001).
Massey and Fischer (2005) used data on 3,924 racially and ethnically diverse
freshman entering U.S. colleges and universities in 1999 from the National Longitudinal
Survey of Freshmen (NLSF) to examine how stereotype threat works in the real world
and may lead to lower academic performance. They constructed indices of internal and
external manifestations of stereotype threat along with measures of disidentification and
performance burden. The researchers concluded that the internalization of negative
stereotypes had a strong effect in reducing hours of study (the measure of
disidentification), and that externalization of negative stereotypes was associated (albeit
weakly) with higher performance burden. Thus, both internalization and externalization
of stereotypes resulted in lower academic performance.
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Figure 5. Conceptual model of effect of stereotype threat on grade point. (Massey
& Fischer, 2005).
Although studies of stereotype threat have, for the most part, focused on the
impact of racial and gender stereotypes on test performance, the findings are relevant for
understanding how the stigma of membership in the degraded social class of welfarereliant mothers can impact college persistence.
In the context of twenty-first century capital-driven US economy, a college degree
is a symbol of legitimate citizenship in that it purports to prepare individuals to
participate in economic activity that carries normative social value. From this perspective
education can be thought of as a path of resistance to the notion of failed mobility
attached to the status of welfare recipient (Jennings, 2004; Little, 1999; Weikart, 2005).
Nonetheless, by participating in the mandates required in order to attend college while
receiving welfare benefits the women in this study by necessity engage in a network of
institutional relations with welfare agency workers, KEYS program staff, college
instructors, and employers. From an IE perspective such interactions draw the women
into relations and practices that create participation in and acceptance of their social
position (DeVault, 1991; DeVault & McCoy, 2002). Given this, I wanted to understand
how being compelled to take part in the governance of their own subordination to the
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work-first policy shapes the women’s sense of competent social identity that supports
success in college. That is, how do the welfare-reliant mothers in this study negotiate the
cognitive dissonance of having to present themselves as both dependent and academically
competent?
Encountering Stigma in the Everyday
I explored these questions by first asking the women to describe their relationship
with welfare workers, KEYS facilitators, and others they came in contact with frequently.
Researchers who study interactions between front-line welfare workers and welfare
clients have documented the tendency for workers to perceive those applying for welfare
benefits as lacking a work-ethic and in need of rescue from their self-imposed
dependency (Morgan, 2001; Naples, 1998; Pearson, 2007; Piven, 2001; Schram &
Silverman, 2012; Ridzi, 2003). The notion that welfare-reliant mothers would even
consider acquiring a college education may seem counter-intuitive to work-first welfare
caseworkers who themselves may not have a college degree.
The majority of the women I spoke with told me of caseworkers they encountered
who treated them with a degree of contempt. Kim, a 37-year old woman with a two-year
old daughter, moved with her family from South Korea when she was 17 and is pursuing
a degree in graphic design with the goal of being an instructor in that area. She compares
her experience with KEYS and EARN staff this way:
One of the reasons I like the KEYS program a lot is that staffs are very helpful.
They’re treating KEYS students with respect. I couldn’t feel that at [the] EARN
program. I didn’t feel good at all. I don’t want to say it’s like jail, but they have a
lot of restrictions. If I came in five minutes late they were like scolding me. It
wasn’t good feeling. In KEYS the policy is very clear. It’s helping student get a
degree and I feel more helped (Interview, February 11, 2013).
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I asked Letisha, a mother of three children ages 16, 13 and 5 whose goal is to
attain a BA in nursing to tell me about her experience in the welfare office.
It’s always horrible. People look down at you. They talk down to you
like you’re taking something directly from them. Not everyone is trying
to get over. Since I’m entitled to this help I need you to help me. I’m not
trying to live off you. I’ve always been working. (Interview, March 14,
2013).
Kadija, is a 42-year old mother with two sons ages 25 and 17 and a recovering
addict with mental health problems who has been receiving SSI for over 20 years. As
such, she has a history of interacting with public assistance front line workers. Kadija is
nearing the end of her time at SACC and has plans to continue on to a Bachelor’s degree
at another college. She worries about having to handle her own paperwork once she
leaves the KEYS program not so much because of the additional work, but because she
fears having to interact with the front line worker in her CAO who she describes as
“demon-possessed.”
I’m not easily intimidated, but this woman intimidated me. I’m scared of that
woman. She’s very, very mean. She scared me. I didn’t even ask to talk to her
supervisor because of the way she talked to me. I just wanted out. The way she
talk to you – she degrades you. She just slammed the door in my face. (Interview,
February 24, 2012).
Tanya, a mother of two girls ages four years and two months talked about how her
caseworker has changed four times since she has been receiving welfare benefits and how
difficult it is to make contact. When she is able to reach a CAO staff person she notes:
Sometimes caseworkers are nasty. I guess they’re used to people abusing the
system. They don’t have to treat everyone like that – I guess it’s like a standard.
(Interview, March 20, 2013).
Tamika, the mother of five was an exception to this pattern. She had a welfare
worker with whom she had a long-standing relationship and had this to say:
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Mr. Knight, he's a good person. I enjoy seeing him; he's straight to the point. He
gets his business done. He opens up the floor to me. If there's any concerns,
questions you have for me. He's very supportive also, in completing his job and
staying on top of things. When I go down there, Mr. Knight is awesome. I have no
complaints in regards to the welfare office. (Interview, January 16, 2013).
Kim, Letisha, Kadija, and Tanya, clearly got the message that they are perceived
by front-line workers and other students they come in contact with as inferior, lazy, and
trying to ‘get over’ on the system. These women did not have a particular caseworker
assigned to their case, whereas Tamika and Mr. Knight had established a consistent and
relationship which, while not a valued aspect of the New Public Management,
nonetheless seemed to make the experience with welfare staff more pleasant and
productive than the other women who did not have a similar relationship with their
welfare workers.
Several of the women interviewed in the current study reported
witnessing derisive comments about welfare mothers in social situations and in
the college classroom as well as in the welfare office. Sandra, the mother of
three children ages four, two, and seven months notes:
It was a geography class. I remember this kid he was like yeah, people
on welfare are lazy. They don't want to do anything. I didn't speak up in
the class, but I knew him. So after class I pulled him to the side and I
was like I'm on welfare; I'm not lazy; I'm trying to go to school to better
my situation for my kids. It's just that everyone's situation is different.
So you shouldn't judge people. And that's all I would say. You shouldn't
judge people because you don't know where they’re coming from. And
he was like wow, he was surprised. He was like I'm surprised that you're
in school…. I think that's really great of you. (Interview, February 19,
2013).
Serena, the youngest woman at twenty-two years old describes herself as a:
“Single mom, two kids, a student and an employee. That’s me. I mean there’s really not
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much to it”. (Interview, February 24, 2012). When talking about how she describes
herself when someone asks what she does, she distinguishes between receiving food
stamps and cash assistance:
Food stamps I don’t mind that. I say yeah, if they ask ‘Oh do you get food
stamps? Yeah I get food stamps. Do you get cash? I really don’t want to answer
the question cause it’s like, I just feel like such a statistic [emphasis added] where
it’s like oh she’s on cash, she’s a single mom. Of course she’s gonna be on cash
assistance (Interview, February 24, 2012).
Intersections of Identity
To understand how the women negotiated their identities outside the welfare and
KEYS environments I asked them how they described themselves when in a social
situation someone asked them what they do.
Except when specifically asked, Kadija did not allude to her children or to her
identity as a mother. When I asked her how she describes herself she uses both the
language of welfare and also terms that describe her sense of self and agency: “I’m SSI –
disabled; a hard worker, good listener and persistent”. Along with her recovery identity,
her sense of herself as a college student seems to be central: “I’m an older student… a
returning student. I am so proud to say I’m a college student”. (KD, 2-24-12).
Kendra does not refer to herself as a single mother. Her sense of self appears to be
situated in her student status although she uses the language of welfare as well:
I tell them I’m a full time student. I’ve been in social situations where
people are like –“Oh, you’re a full-time student, four kids. How do you do
that?” I tell them I’m on Section 8 and the state pays me to go to school. A
lot of people get surprised when I tell them that. (Interview, April 16,
2012).
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Tamika, the 28-year old mother of five children who was the victim of sexual
abuse as an adolescent speaks of the evolution of her identity. When I asked Tamika how
she thinks of herself she responded:
Not good Miss Liz. I have low self-esteem, I do. Due to the abuse that I have
endured in my life... I know that it stems from that. So I'm literally recreating,
trying to embrace that women that I know I am. And it's so hard because I haven't
identified her yet. I'm in the process of identification. I have a negative self-view,
but I love to hear the good things that people say and that they see. I'm yet in the
process of seeing it (Interview, January 16, 2013).
Navigating the challenges the women in this study encountered in their everyday
lives calls for the ability to see past the negative characterizations they may confront in
their interactions with the welfare office, with non-welfare students on the college
campus, and in public contexts that may erode their sense of academic competence.
Occupying the space of the welfare office, coping with the degradation rituals (Naples,
1998; Piven,1993) of having every minute of their time monitored and accounted for and
the affront of ubiquitous stigmatizing public discourse that accompanies the label of
single mother welfare recipient has been associated with the notion of ‘internalized
oppression’. Conversely, it is known that individuals vary in how they perceive and cope
with stigma and stereotyping, and research has shown resiliency to be an important factor
in the construction of identity among poor students (Spencer, Noll & Cassidy, 2005;
Spencer, Noll, Stoltzfus, & Harpalani, 2001; Swanson et al, 2003). Thus, it is
conceivable that some welfare-reliant mothers resist identifying with the negative aspects
attributed to their social status or have found ways to deal with it that support them in
their pursuit of a college education.
In her study examining how women receiving welfare “read and negotiate the
culture-of-poverty discourse and the imagery that this discourse spawns” (p. 113),
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Jennings (2004) finds that although the single mothers in her study were using education
as a path of resistance and a means to a better life, their positive identities were formed
by thinking of themselves in opposition to other single mothers on welfare who were ‘not
like them’. Thus, her conclusion was that the women in her study did not in fact, fully
reject the culture-of-poverty discourse. Rather, they dealt with the stigma of the welfare
mother identity by adopting the identity beliefs of the wider society.
I was interested to know how the women in the study understood and negotiated
this stigma in their everyday lives and if in fact as IE and Jennings suggest, they
participated in the discourse of dependency by activating the language or beliefs
associated with it. To ascertain if the women in the study adopted the oppositional
positioning Jennings found among the participants in her study I asked them if they
thought they were the same or different than other welfare recipients.
Discourse of difference. Sasha, a 32-year old student with four children, one of
whom is disabled has never been married and didn’t offer insight into her past
relationship with the father of her children. Sasha dropped out of high school and had
three children before the age of twenty-one. She talks about herself as being different
from other KEYS students because she has never received child support and “was always
working”.(Interview, March 2, 2012).
Kendra had a lot to say about other people on welfare and to distinguish herself from
them:
I'm definitely different from them b/c they have no initiative. They'd rather do
something else, illegal or anything. Some people just have no drive, no
motivation. Yes, I'd like to think I'm a little bit better than that. I hope so. I’ve
never been somebody who sat on welfare for a long period of time collecting
money. (Interview, April 16, 2012).
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Jenna who moved from New York and has a 14-year old son, plans to be an
owner of a youth center. In our discussion about meeting requirements such as keeping
time sheets, Jenna explained that the reason she and other KEYS students had to do that
was “since a lot of people abuse the system. They still have a child mentality. We’re
paying the price for them”(Interview, December 19, 2012).
Like Jenna, Saphira, the mother of four children who is working toward a career
as a pediatric nurse also faults other welfare recipients for causing more stringent rules
that have been initiated recently:
I think there are a lot of people, a lot of people abusing welfare. But I think that's
also a lot of the reasons why they're making it so much harder for the people that
really need it. And then it's like the people that probably really need it are being
sanctioned more than people that are abusing it. You know? I don't think anyone
looks at me as if I'm abusing... Because people that know me, know that I'm a
hard worker and I love to work. Like, I've worked three jobs at one time. So if I
could work and not get welfare, trust me I would do it. Like in a heartbeat. But,
there's a lot of people around me that I know that shouldn't have it (Interview,
March 20, 2013).
Adopting a classification scheme that places one outside the discourse of
dependency is one strategy that may help the welfare-reliant mothers in this study
distance themselves from the culture of the welfare institution and their identity as a
welfare recipient. However, while the women in this study do engage in a discourse
of difference at times forcefully, they also express affinity with people they regard
as being similar to them.
Discourse of Solidarity. Reflecting on her experience as a tenant at a domestic
abuse women’s shelter Serena expresses her commonality with other single mothers:
I met a lot of women in my situation. We’re all the same – all struggling to
make better life for our kids. We’re not just trying to use the system. So
we are single moms with a lot on our shoulders. We’re trying you know.
We do need it… single moms with two kids, three kids, four kids however
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many. We obviously need the help. Why are you going to hesitate to help
us? (Interview, February 24, 2012).
Serena further indicts those responsible for the policy:
They feel like they’re superior to us because they don’t need the help. Because
they can dictate to us what we can and cannot receive. What makes them better
than us? Because you work for the government? Well if you gave us a chance
we could work for the government too. (Interview, February 24, 2012).
Letisha notes that people differ in their capacity for coping with their situation:
I just think that some people just don't have the right resources. They don't know
how to go about things. And then when you get shot down... Some people either
push harder and try to find another avenue. Or other people just like you know
well you shot me down and they just stay down, they just allow people to
continue to step on them (Interview, March 14, 2013).
Several women noted during the interview that they felt the policies were too
restrictive or “don’t make sense”. When this arose I asked them why they thought the
people who made the policies designed them that way. The purpose of this question was
to elicit responses that would help me understand if the women adopted or resisted the
mantra of “fraud, waste, and abuse” they were regularly exposed to in their dealings with
the local CAO. I asked Jenna, the student who distanced herself from other recipients
who she felt were abusing the system, what she would say to legislators who devise the
rules for KEYS. Her frequent reference to the inclusive ‘us’, suggests that she identifies
with other welfare recipients:
You’re living off people’s rules and they don’t even know us, which I think is not
fair. If I had the opportunity I would tell the man or the woman that you have to
be in my shoes to understand what I’m goin’ through. You’re not in my shoes.
You’re just makin’ the rules. You should experience a day being where we’re at
to see if that day would make you change your mind. Those people that are
makin’ the rules one day might be where we’re at. Hard–working mothers and
fathers trying to take care of their children. Trying to find a job to get off the
system and this is a program that’s helping them see a brighter future. Why
would you want to take this away from someone? (Interview, December 19,
2012).
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Social Integration. Social integration into the college community has been
positively linked to individual and collective identity formation in studies of traditional
college students (Austin & McDermott, 2003; Tinto, 1993). Such studies have identified
students' feelings of incongruity with the college they attend and isolation from others
like themselves in the school as threats to their persistence.
Students who are parenting alone have significant responsibilities outside their
studies and are likely to feel less integrated into the college social environment than
traditional-aged, non-parenting students. In fact, several studies that address social
integration on campus for single mothers note that these women experienced very little
either because their time constraints limit their ability to join campus activities; because
most college activities were geared toward younger, more traditional college students;
and because most other college students had different life experiences making it difficult
to share interests (Adair, 2001; Austin & McDermott, 2003; Berger, 2001; Christopher,
2005; Kahn & Polakow, 2004; Van Stone, Nelson & Niemann, 1994; Wolfe & Tucker,
2000).
The KEYS program aids program participants’ social integration into the college
community by reducing the women’s need to engage with the welfare institutional space
where they would have to negotiate this stigmatized sense of self directly with the CAO
or RESET staff. KEYS facilitators handle the majority of the paperwork and reporting
required by the CAO. Rather than spending time trying to reach CAO staff when issues
arise with books, transportation, child care or other issues, students come to the
facilitators who are able to solve these issues by dealing directly with the CAO. In cases
where there is a dispute between KEYS and the CAO, facilitators work with the attorney
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at CJP. Thus, the women no longer have to enter the space of the welfare office as often
as they did prior to becoming a KEYS student. By increasing the time the women spend
in the space of the college culture, the program bolsters the women’s identity and agency
as capable students and citizens. Kendra notes that having the KEYS staff handle the
paperwork requirements is “A whole lot easier. I forget I’m on public assistance”. (KL,
4-16-12).
One of the important aspects of the KEYS program as it was originally designed
was to provide students with a space where they could feel welcome in the company of
peers who share similar experiences, thereby supporting their integration with the college
community. Along with limiting the amount of contact students had with the welfare
office inhabiting this unique college space was thought to support the women’s identity
as students and scholars. In 2012 Suburban Area Community College KEYS program
lost that space along with a dedicated KEYS tutoring space in renovations to the Student
Success Center where the program is housed.
The intense individualization of the dependency discourse and the process
involved with applying and keeping welfare benefits coupled with the removal of spaces
of mutual congregation and interaction at SACC where previously KEYS students met to
study and socialize may have the effect of reinforcing a negative welfare recipient
identity. Robin, one of the students who participated in KEYS prior to the major
changes that occurred in 2011 describes the importance of a designated space on campus
for supporting social integration, positive group identity, and political consciousness:
One of the things that I really like about the KEYS program was the fact that we
kind of had this place where.. and it no longer exists now because they renovated..
but, we had a place where we were kind of all in the same boat. Single parents
most of us…people who were non-traditional students… older, coming back, not
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sure exactly if we were gonna be able to get through it because it was unfamiliar.
And, because we were in this area together, we got to know each other and
support each other. So we developed a lot of support networks. I still keep in
contact with a lot of the people that I was in KEYS with. The staff was great
about being supportive and helping you do whatever it was you’re trying to do. I
did a lot with KEYS.. doing some lobby days when we went up to Harrisburg a
couple of times (Interview RW, November 19, 2012).
Distancing oneself from other welfare-reliant mothers and from the discourse of
dependency is not the sole strategy for women in the current study as it was in the
Jennings study. It may be that the level of negative discourse has intensified since
Jennings’ 2004 study and the economic recession and reached a threshold where it is
more difficult to disengage with other single mothers receiving welfare and so resistance
to the discourse is a better strategy. It could also be the case that being in the KEYS
program and in the college space has raised the women’s consciousness of the politics of
welfare policy.
Chapter Conclusion
The testimonies presented in this chapter offer evidence of the social transmission
of stigma in the everyday experiences of welfare-reliant mothers as they engage in
relations in the welfare office, the community college, and elsewhere. Stigmatized
notions of dependency attach to welfare-reliant women through social relations, texts,
and accountability systems inherent in welfare provision. From the application process,
through participation in job search in the EARN program, and attempts to access and
persist in college through KEYS, the women are reminded of their de facto discredited
status and the mark of welfare they carry due to their need to rely on public support.
College policies that support social integration such as having a dedicated space on
campus and promoting diversity training for faculty and students that incorporate
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economic diversity could mitigate the negative effects of stigma, and support resiliency
for these students.

Chapter 8: Discussion and Implications
The intent of this research was to understand how welfare-reliant mothers
seeking a college degree were faring after the enactment of the Personal Responsibility
and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) of 1996 which downplayed
postsecondary education in favor of rapid attachment to the labor market. The legislation
now nearly 20 years old, is premised on the assumption that the poor find themselves in
poverty because they have become dependent on public support. This logic declares
dependency as the problem, and developing personal responsibility through work in the
wage market as the solution for achieving self-sufficiency and freedom from dependence
on taxpayer-funded benefits. The framing of poverty as originating in the individual led
to the conclusion that poor, mostly single mothers, needed to be coerced to take on this
responsibility. The new legislation proposed to accomplish this through time-limited
economic support attached to mandatory work requirements. Consequently, the existing
cash assistance program, Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), was
replaced with the Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) legislation which
provided funding for work supports such as child care and transportation but not for
postsecondary education.
The idea that economic self-sufficiency for poor mothers and their families could
be attained through low-wage work without increasing educational attainment seems
inconsistent given the positive association between earnings and education shown in
Chapter 1. I was curious about how and how well this massive restructuring of the
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welfare bureaucracy was being implemented in state and local welfare organizations
which had previously functioned around the imperative to provide benefits to needy
families. Given these apparent contradictions, I sought to understand the institutional
logics and mechanisms used to carry out the work of alleviating dependency as defined in
the welfare legislation, and in doing so hoped to expand the knowledge of poverty
governance beyond statistics and economic assessments that comprise the bulk of the
policy’s evaluation.
I began by situating the research question (problematic) in the actual everyday
lived experience of women in the KEYS college support program. My expectation was
that the KEYS program would be highly effective in moving welfare-reliant mothers
through their college path given the practical and individual supports targeted to their
needs that the program was designed to provide. Employing KEYS staff trained in career
and educational counseling, allowing six months of pre-college preparation and twentyfour months to complete an Associate’s degree, providing book and transportation
allowances, and subsidized child care (through welfare benefits) should, in theory,
provide the women with the pragmatic and emotional foundation needed to secure a
college education while parenting alone. Yet, the problems accessing the program and
the promised benefits that KEYS students and staff reported were puzzling.
Using Institutional Ethnography (IE) as an approach, and discourse as a
conceptual lens, I followed the process intrinsic to IE of exploring ‘how things work’
from the standpoint of the people who experience them in their everyday lives (Smith,
1987). I observed ways in which micro-level practices the women encountered in their
local welfare office and community college were tied to policies at the trans-local state
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and federal sites where the ideas and organizing modes of local work were established.
In following this approach I explored the coordination of economic, social, and cultural
aspects of welfare policy at work in both the welfare and community college study sites
as the women in the study experienced them – that is, as they intertwined rather than as
separate entities.
One of the key findings from this study is that the women’s experiences gaining
access to and persisting in KEYS and college were found to be linked to a set of
managerial practices informed by principles of efficiency and cost containment that are
the hallmarks of the new public management (NPM). Over the course of the study overt
and hidden measures to limit access to the KEYS college support program and the
benefits provided were adopted under the rubric of reducing waste, fraud, and abuse. For
instance, in 2011 the state legislature reduced the amount of time welfare recipients were
permitted to attend college without performing 20 or 30 hours of work activity in addition
to their studies from the initial 24 months to 12 months, making obtaining a college
degree more burdensome and in some cases nearly impossible for single mothers in the
program. A performance measure to increase the proportion of students enrolled in shortterm certificate programs was also implemented. Having caseworkers search for the least
expensive book before the student could receive the book allowance, frequently resulted
in students reporting not having the books they needed until well after the semester began
presented problems for students in the study. These actions had both direct and symbolic
impacts on the women and the KEYS program and sent a message to caseworkers and
students that college education was not supported.
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Other obscure practices such as keeping applicants who were more likely to be
successful EARN participants from being referred to KEYS (‘creaming’), limiting
students’ unrestricted time in KEYS by counting time in EARN as vocational education
(‘creative counting’), and the inappropriate use of sanctions for noncompliance that have
been observed in other studies of welfare and workforce organizations under welfare
restructuring (Brodkin, 2011; Iversen, 2004; Lipsky, 1980; Radin, 2006; Soss, Fording, &
Schram, 2011) were routinely employed.
In effect, these managerial practices reflect institutional modes of discipline that
were imposed on welfare-reliant mothers, RESET workers, and KEYS staff alike to
conform to the imperatives of work-first welfare policy. All parties are aware that they
are being observed, evaluated, and would be penalized in some fashion for not acting in
accordance with organizational demands and all make adaptive responses to their
organizational environment.
Data systems designed to capture the quantifiable measures used by the welfare
offices and the KEYS program to report students’ compliance with work-first mandates
varied in the way they were designed which often resulted in students being sanctioned
inappropriately for non-compliance with welfare requirements. Remedying these cases
often required intervention by program facilitators and legal advocates during which time
the women affected struggled to stay in college and maintain their family’s economic
security.
The convergence of changes in policies which limited supports offered by the
college program, and demands to meet work-first performance targets created a dynamic
that fostered the perception among welfare workers and recipients that college education
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for welfare-reliant mothers was not as important as getting a job – any job. This thinking
shaped the students’ everyday experience as well as the likelihood that the program
would continue. Over the three-year period 2010-2013 enrollment in KEYS declined by
one-half from over 1,000 participants statewide in 2010 to 556 in 2013.
Conclusion and Implications
This ethnographic case study illustrated the abstract, marketized, and morally
infused notion of dependency as it is taken up in the intersecting worlds of welfare
governance and higher education in one county welfare office and college support
program. I argue that the work of the KEYS college support program is eclipsed by the
pressure imposed on welfare organizations to meet performance incentives designed to
ensure the success of the work-first policy at the expense of opportunities for welfarereliant mothers to advance their education. That this occurs in the context of a program
designed specifically to allow welfare-reliant mothers to attain a college degree attests to
the ideological power of the discourse of dependency attributed to poor single mothers.
Findings of the invisible work involved in demonstrating accountability to workfirst mandates expands the knowledge of poverty governance beyond statistics and
economic assessments and have implications for evaluating the success of public policies
that increasingly deploy the managerial logic, practices, and tools of the New Public
Management. NPM managerial practices described in this study offer the appearance of
accountability and transparency by effectively constructing synthesized, reduced, noncontextual evidence that obscures the work involved in producing the desired policy
outcomes. Information on how ‘evidence’ of policy success is produced is absent and
thus accountability to the professed efficiency and effectiveness of services provided to
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increase the self-sufficiency of welfare-reliant single mothers is partial at best. As
Brodkin, 2011) notes, relying on such partial evidence limits visibility, traceability, and
feedback to policymakers (p. 27).
My empirical findings reveal that the decline in KEYS enrollment is related at
least in part, to unmeasured practices that effectively limited the program’s benefits and
created barriers for welfare-reliant mothers who attempted to participate. Nonetheless,
these numbers could be offered by proponents of work-first policies as the failure of the
program itself. Using declining enrollment numbers as ‘evidence’ that welfare-reliant
mothers are either unsuited or uninterested in higher education, could have the effect of
reinforcing the utility of a policy that promotes low-wage over higher education for these
women and others like them. The recursive production and feedback process of welfare
performance management is an example of the power of government that appears not to
govern (Foucault, 2008), and advises caution in the use of evidence-based practices that
are increasingly employed in the evaluation of many public services.

.

Implications of the study’s findings for policy research point to the need to begin
where people are engaging in micro-institutional practices and to follow these beyond the
local organization to the illuminate the regulatory mechanisms and underlying
assumptions that shape these practices in ways that limit options for actually achieving
policy goals. Importantly, such research should move beyond implementation science
methods that integrate research findings and evidence into policy and practice, but do not
critically interrogate the relations of ruling that may be upheld in the process. Equally
important is the careful analysis of measures that stand in for knowledge about a
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particular social problem being examined with attention to what is not being accounted
for and whose interests are being served by those decisions.

Several suggestions for future research come to mind. Projects that extend the
findings of the current study as well as others that seek to explain how the work of
welfare reform is accomplished could focus on the technical production of ‘big data’
poverty knowledge. This work would involve a deeper exploration of how technological
tools used to produce evidence are developed. For instance, engaging the PA CWDS
Project Manager and/or Deloitte (designer of the Comprehensive Workforce
Development System) to explain the process of designing the database with particular
focus on how referrals to KEYS make their way into the system. As described, the study
revealed that referrals to KEYS are considered negative terminations from the work-first
EARN program. Knowing at what point this decision was made and by whom would
provide critical qualitative information about the coordination of work-first and KEYS.
Such a project could be useful as well in creating maps of accountability circuits thereby
revealing the decision-making process behind the construction of codes; understanding
the process of aggregating outcome measures and feeding them into the federal reporting
systems; and identifying places in the system where one might intervene to correct the
technical problems encountered in the current study (miscalculation of child’s age, and
underreporting of countable work activities).
Although these tasks may appear insignificant, they are, as I discovered in this
study, the technological modes of discipline organizing the practice of welfare
governance. Following them would uncover the ‘back story’ of how welfare-related

151

knowledge is generated, and expose how data are broken down and put together in a
manner that generates funding to states. An additional follow-up project could involve
repeating the current study with CAO and EARN workers as their voices were missing in
the current work.
Although the two aforementioned projects may well explicate the machinery and
practices of the welfare-education complex they would nonetheless be limited in terms of
addressing the discourse of dependency that is essentially political in nature, originates at
much higher levels of policy formation, and wields the type of ideological power that is
difficult to uncover and remedy. For broad change to occur what is called for is a
transformation of the beliefs upholding the system of poverty governance --- a reframing
of the narratives of dependency, personal responsibility, self-sufficiency. Thus, a third
area for future research could be to follow the money: that is, build a data infrastructure
of who is profiting from the welfare enterprise -- low-wage employers, database
developers, contractors, lobbyists, corporate funders, and politicians. Ridzi (2009)
constructed a similar map of the flow of money and ideas that were instrumental in the
design of the 1996 welfare legislation (pp. 52-53).
Rearticulating the narrative of dependency in ways that questions the use of
public money to keeps wages low, that raises interest rates on school loans, legitimizes
inequality, and demonizes all that is ‘public’, raises the possibility that its ideological
influence on middle-class concerns will be recognized. An effort such as this might be
dismissed as ringing the corporate welfare bell again. On the other hand, the time may be
ripe to make another attempt at broad political mobilization by and for marginalized
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citizens who have grown in number since the 2008 recession, and who are beginning to
challenge the economic injustice of the neoliberal political economy.
Finally, the restructuring of entitlement welfare to work-first dramatically
changed the stance of the state toward its citizens from a democratic entity that
recognized its obligation to protect those made vulnerable by the failures of the market,
to one that sees its mission as serving the economic interests of capital holders.
Qualitatively, this represents an abandonment of the state’s role as a defender of equal
opportunity. In the current study, the Community Justice Project assumed the role
abdicated by the state. CJP’s intervention in otherwise unknown legal aspects of local
welfare work was essential in securing access to the KEYS program and its benefits for
the welfare- reliant women in the study.
However, the power of CJP and similar advocates to challenge the discourse of
dependency is compromised by their limited reach and an effective broad counternarrative. Reframing the discourse of dependency will require not only a critical mass of
citizens and groups that recognize their shared vulnerability, but a platform that critically
evaluates the inherent contradictions of neoliberal economic policy that deploys the
language of pro-work but in practice undermine workers’ economic self-sufficiency. Reconceptualizing ‘pro-work’ as policies that support workers’ attainment of education and
skills that make self-sufficiency possible in the new economy, as the same policy that
also fosters pro-capital interests requires a rethinking the meaning of dependency.
Accomplishing this radical shift in thinking about work and poverty will entail building a
discourse of solidarity supported by evidence that confronts the shortcomings of existing
policy with the lived experiences of workers and families. My hope is that uncovering
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the invisible work of welfare-reliant mothers, support staff, and advocates in this study
contributes to this effort.
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APPENDIX A
ACR

Acronyms
Activity Compliance Report

AMR

Agreement of Mutual Responsibility

CAO

County Assistance Office

CIS

Client Information System

CJP

Community Justice Project

CWDS

Comprehensive Workforce Development System

DPW

Department of Public Welfare

EARN

Employment Advancement and Retention Network

EDP

Employment Development Plan

EDSI

Educational Data Systems Incorporated (Employment Training Contractor)

IE

Institutional Ethnography

IEVS

Income Eligibility Verification System

KEYS

Keystone Education Yields Success

OIM

Office of Income Maintenance

PRWORA Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996
RESET

Road to Economic Self-sufficiency through Employment and Training
Program

SNAP

Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (Formerly Food Stamps)

SPALs

Special Allowances for Supportive Services

TANF

Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (Cash Assistance Program)

WPR

Work Participation Rate
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APPENDIX B
Student Protocol
Introduction. Thank you for coming in to talk with me. I really appreciate it. I know
how busy you are. As it says in the consent form, I’m going to record the interview so
we can just chat and I don’t have to write everything. The purpose of the study is to
understand a little more about the everyday experiences of women like you who are
trying to get a college degree while receiving public assistance. The idea is to help
policy makers, the people who actually make the rules and regulations around both
welfare and college and KEYS, aware of what your real life is like.
1. Educational Trajectory. First, I wanted to get a sense of how you got here -thinking about your family, your experience in high school, and how you got into
college.
a. This question was intended to engage the woman in telling the story of
her path to where she is today: who she lived with in her early life, when
she started having children, how many children she had and their ages,
domestic life, motivation for going to college, prior jobs held, and if she
made prior attempts to get a college degree. If these topics were not in
the narrative, I asked them here.
2. Getting into this college and the KEYS Program. What landed you here at
Suburban Community College and the KEYS program?
a. This is where I want to gather information about how the woman became
aware of the opportunity to be in the KEYS program, and the step-bystep process of negotiating their entry into KEYS.
3. Degree/Career Sought. What course of study are you in? What kind of career or
job do you hope to get?
a. In addition to getting specific answers these questions were selected to
elicit reasons students changed their degree and career plans and if this
had anything to do with changes in the welfare policy.
4. Work-First Program (EARN) Experience. Were you ever in the EARN program?
If yes, What did you do in EARN?
a. This question helped me get a sense of what goes on in the EARN
program and was especially important since I was not permitted to
participate or observe the goings on there.
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5. Relations with Caseworkers and RESET workers. What is your relationship like
with your caseworker…. with your RESET worker? How often do you see or talk
with your caseworker… with your RESET worker?
a. These questions were meant to elicit information about both the relational
process of getting into and staying in college while in KEYS and about
the personal dynamics between the women and the front line workers
they had to communicate with in order to keep welfare benefits.
b. These questions were also asked to aid my understanding of reporting
requirements from the women’s standpoint.
6. Relations with KEYS Director/Facilitators. What is your relationship like with the
KEYS program staff? Do you go to the workshops or other KEYS activities?
a. I asked these questions to get the student’s perception of how KEYS staff
interacted with them as well as the extent to which the student was
engaged in KEYS activities.
7. Welfare and KEYS Benefits. What benefits do you receive? Have you ever had
problems getting the benefits you thought you should be receiving? (If yes, how
was this resolved?).
a. These questions were meant to elicit information about the family’s
economic security and if there were disruptions in benefits that may have
impacted the woman’s capacity to stay in college while taking care of her
family’s needs.
8. Specific KEYS Program. Are you under the old rules (24 months) or the new
rules (12 months)?
a. Policy changes occurred during the study period that limited the amount
of time students were permitted to be in KEYS without having to do an
additional 20 – or 30-hours of work related activities in order to keep
their welfare benefits. This question was intended to help me understand
the impact of these changes on the women’s ability to stay in school; to
pursue their chosen field, and what they do to fulfill the mandated hours
of work-related activity.
9.

Adhering to Welfare and KEYS Guidelines. How does the welfare office know
you are complying with the regulations for being in KEYS?
a. This question was asked to get an understanding of the reporting and
surveillance of students’ daily activities while in KEYS and receiving
welfare and also to gauge the students’ feeling about the regulations.
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10. A Day in the Life of a KEYS student. What is a normal day like for you when
you’re in college? (Prompt: when do you get up, what do you do next,….?).
a. This question is meant to gain a detailed and contextual understanding of
the daily activities of welfare-reliant single mothers in college.
11. Awareness of Social Stigma. Have you ever been in situations, where people
either make comments about single mothers, or people who receive welfare
benefits? How do (or would) you deal with that? What goes through your mind?
And how would you talk to people who might say things like that?
a. These questions are intended to elicit the extent to which the women
come in contact with the stigma of being a single mother and/or a welfare
recipient and how they think about themselves and negotiate the stigma.
12. Negotiated Identities. When you’re in a social situation, meeting new people,
what do you say if you’re asked to describe yourself or what you do?
a. This question was intended to gain an understanding of how the women
positioned themselves in relation to their student, welfare recipient,
mother, or other identities.
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APPENDIX C
Key Informant Protocol
Introduction. As it says in the consent form I’m going to record this so you and I can
just talk and I don’t have to stop and write. Thanks for taking the time to speak with me.
I really appreciate it. I know how busy you are.
1. Professional Trajectory. First, can you say a little bit about how you got into this
position at the college and how you got into the KEYS program?
a. This question was intended to get a sense of the director’s/facilitator’s
background and trajectory to their position in KEYS.
2. Role in KEYS Program. Can you tell me about your role in the KEYS program?
What is it that you do here”
a. This is where I want to gather information the everyday work of the
director/facilitator.
3. Changes to KEYS. Has the program evolved over the time you’ve been
associated with it? If so, how?
a. I asked this question to gain an understanding of changes to the program
from the perspective of the KEYS administrators and legal advocates.
4. Everyday work. Tell me what happens and what you do on a typical day. For
example, what happens when an individual wants to get into the KEYS program?
What if any issues do students come to you with that you assist them with?
a. This question was asked of the KEYS Director(s) and facilitators and was
designed to elicit information on how they organize their work activities
around student needs.
5. Ideal Program. If you had an opportunity to structure your ideal college support
program for people who are receiving public assistance, dealing with poverty,
what would that look like?
a. The purpose of this question was to get a sense of the facilitators’
assessment of the differences in program components they thought KEYS
students needed to reach their goals and how the program was currently
structured and administered.
6. Relations with Caseworkers and RESET workers. What is your relationship like
with the CAO and RESET workers?
a. These questions were meant to elicit information about how relations with
the CAO impacted the KEYS program.
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7. Community College’s Support of KEYS Program. What is your perception of
your college’s support for the KEYS program?
a. I asked this question to gain an understanding of how KEYS fit with the
community college’s overall mission.
8. Suggestions for Policy Makers. If you were charged with developing a policy
that would help people get off the welfare rolls permanently. What would you do?
a. These questions were intended to elicit specific opinions about the current
Pennsylvania policy for assisting welfare-reliant single mothers in
attaining economic self-sufficiency.
9. Same or Different from Other Single Mothers. When you think about yourself,
and then you think about other single moms who are in school or not in school
but who are receiving public assistance in some form or another, do you see
yourself as more like them or less like them?
a. This question originated from readings on theories of how stigmatized
people deal with stigma by learning to incorporate the standpoint of the
‘normal’ and thus acquire the identity beliefs of the wider society
(Goffman), and by using strategies of distinguish themselves from other
welfare recipients (Jennings, 2004; Jones, 2009; Kahn & Polakow, 2004).
b. This question was also meant to elicit a deeper understanding of the
extent to which women adhere to the discourse of dependency (some
people are dependent but not me/my dependence is temporary).
10. Suggestions for Policy Makers. If you had an opportunity to speak with the
people that make these rules what would you tell them about what they could do
to support you and women in your situation who want to get a college education?
Or is the situation good as it is? What are the good things about it? What are the
things that could be improved?
a. These questions were intended to elicit specific details of the type of
program that the women think would help them reach their goals.
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APPENDIX D
KEYS and EARN Activity Codes
Keystone Education Yields Success
KEYS PROGRAM POLICY AND PROCEDURES MANUAL
COMMONWEALTH OF PENNSYLVANIA
DEPARTMENT OF PUBLIC WELFARE
Office of Income Maintenance
Bureau of Policy
PROGRAM YEAR 2013-2014
KEYS Attachment 8
Definition of KEYS Services (Activities)
TANF
Activity Code 6- Caring for a c ommunity service partic ipant’s child
The hours a TANF student spends caring for a child of another TANF client who
is participating in a community service activity can be counted as a core-activity
for TANF.
Activity Code 14- Community College (TANF)
This is the primary code used to collect participation at the community college for a
TANF student enrolled in KEYS. The hours collected with AC 14 include college
course time (actual class time which may also be the same as credit hours) in a career
specific credit bearing certificate or associate’s degree program.
AC 14 also collects monitored and documented study time, unmonitored study time,
community college workshops such as college preparedness, parenting, budgeting or
dress for success as well as literacy and other activities required as part of the
academic program, but not already reflected in the number of classroom hours. AC 14
is a core-activity for TANF.
Activity Code 18- General Equivalency Diploma (GED)
GED preparation. Plan is instruction designed to allow the participant to pass the GED
test. AC 18 is a non-core activity for TANF unless the client is under age 22
Activity Code 20 – Community Service
Community service is a beneficial activity available for students who have a negligible
work history, or who live in communities where there is minimal employment. Students
may count their hours in clinics, internships, practicums, or student teaching as
community service. The CAO caseworker must approve the community service activity,
calculate the number of hours the client may participate in community services, and
note the number of hours on the client’s AMR as well as the Community Service
Participant Introduction form (PA 1700). See Attachments H, I, J, and K for more
information regarding community service. AC 20 is a core-activity for TANF.
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Activity Code 23 - Subsidized Employment
Subsidized employment provides public or private section employers with a wage
subsidy for a negotiated period of time. Subsidized employment programs do not
require the employer to provide special training to the participant other than that which
any other employees in the same position should receive. In order to use subsidized
employment as an activity, community colleges must enter into a written agreement with
the employer. AC 23 is a core-activity for TANF
Activity Code 26 - Paid Work Experience (PWE)
PWE is an opportunity for students’ to enhance workplace skills and employability. PWE
is subsidized employment combined with classroom study. Current DPW regulations
allow this activity for a maximum of six months in an individual’s lifetime with the
following exceptions. PWE may be extended if an individual has a disability covered
under the provisions of the ADA or if an individual has to withdraw from PWE for
good cause such as injury. AC 26 is a core-activity for TANF
Activity Code 31- Work Study
Work Study is employment at the community college that is subsidized by funds from a
federal or state work study program. Work study normally combines an academic
program with paid employment in which a student gains practical experience in the
workplace. Income received from work study is exempt from the client’s TANF and
SNAP computation and does not have a financial affect on the amount of the family’s
TANF or SNAP grant. AC 31 is a core-activity for TANF
Activity Code 33- Unsubsidized Employment
Unsubsidized employment is full or part-time employment, including self-employment,
in which neither the employer nor employee receives a subsidy from TANF or other
public funds. The KEYS student facilitator must document the job start by obtaining a
copy of a pay stub or on a letter from the employer on company stationery.
Federal regulations permit states to count hours of work for a six-month period based on
average work hours as long as the state is not aware of any change in the student’s
employment situation. This means that one pay stub, or one statement from an employer
can be used by the vendor to data enter into CWDS up to six month’s worth of
employment hours for purposes of meeting the TANF work participation rate
requirement. KEYS student facilitators can utilize documentation of the student’s first
pay period hours. However, since the student’s first pay period is often a partial week,
student facilitators would be better served by utilizing a pay stub that represents the
student’s first full pay since it will have more hours. Once a pay stub is obtained, the
student facilitator does not need to obtain documentation for each continuing week of
employment. The student facilitator can continue to data enter the number of hours on
the pay stub as long as the student’s employment situation does not change.
Through case management contacts or other means, if the KEYS student facilitator
becomes aware that the student’s hours or job situation has changed, the student
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facilitator must obtain a pay stub or statement from the employer verifying the changed
hours. Job placements cannot be claimed if no pay stub is available and the employer
refuses to verify the employment, such as work “under the table.” AC 33 is a coreactivity for TANF.
Activity Code 38- Job Skills Training Directly Related to Employment
Job skills training directly related to employment is formal training provided by a
contracted employment and training vendor, an accredited educational provider or an
accredited internet-based educational institution that is specifically designed to improve
an individual’s skills on the job, and may include continuing education or job skills
courses. This may include a single class or a full course of training or study.
Code 38 is used to
 collect participation in community college activities that had previously been
collected in Activity Code 14 and 15 during the 24 month period in KEYS. Hours of
participation in AC 38 will only count towards meeting the WPR if the student first meets
20 hours of participation in a core-activity.
 supplement the first 20 hours of a core-activity, even during the 24 month period in
KEYS for TANF students with a minimum 30 hour/week participation requirement.
At the end of the 24 month period, college participation may continue; but, unless an
exception has been granted, hours of participation in college will only count as AC 38.
AC 38 is not a core activity for TANF
Activity Code 42 – Job Search
Job search is an activity that consists of seeking full-time or part-time employment that
is combined with organized training that prepares an individual for the workplace.
TANF students can not participate in job search for more than four consecutive weeks.
After a four-week consecutive period of job search, the student must be enrolled in
another activity for at least a week. TANF students with a child under six can participate
up to
240 hours in a rolling 12-month period all other clients can participate for up to 360
hours in a rolling 12 month period. AC 42 is a core-activity for TANF.
Activity Code 51 – Vocation-Specific Work Experience (VWE)
VWE is DPW-funded work experience, which is directly related to an individual’s field
of study during their enrollment in vocational or post-secondary education. As in many
adult education models, it is important that classroom theories are applied in a “real life”
environment to ensure that students can more readily connect theory and practice, which
results in helping them become more employable. VWE is intended to offer the
individual the opportunity to apply their current course of vocational or post-secondary
education in a vocation-specific work setting. AC 51 is a core-activity for TANF
SUPPLEMENTAL NUTRITION ASSISTANCE PROGRAM (SNAP)
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Activity Code 11- English as a Second Language (ESL)
ESL is part of a vocational educational training plan specifically designed to improve the
individual's English language proficiency needed to compete successfully in the current
job market. When providing ESL instruction, vendors are required to ensure it is
provided as part of a vocational educational training activity. The ESL portion of the
curriculum focuses on vocabulary and reading assignments which relate to the
participant's current course of vocational training.

Activity Code 12 - Adult Basic Education (ABE)
ABE is designed to increase literacy and computational levels consistent with
employment goals. The educational activity must be embedded with other skills
training activities that have been determined necessary in order to meet the goals set
on the participant's EDRP.
Activity Code 13 - General Equivalency Diploma (GED)
GED preparation as part of a vocational educational training plan is instruction designed
to allow the participant to pass the GED test.
Activity Code 15 – Community College (SNAP only)
This is the primary code used to collect participation for SNAP only students enrolled
in community college associate’s degree or credit bearing certificate program. AC 15
collects monitored and documented study time, unmonitored study time, community
college workshops such as college preparedness, parenting, budgeting or dress for
success as well as literacy and other activities required as part of the academic program,
but not already reflected in the number of classroom hours.
Activity Code 20 – Community Service

See TANF

Activity Code 23 - Subsidized Employment

See TANF

Activity Code 26 - Paid Work Experience (PWE)

See TANF

Activity Code 31 – Work Study

See TANF

Activity Code 33 - Unsubsidized Employment.

See TANF

Activity Code 38 – Job Skills Training Directly Related to Employment

See TANF

Activity Code 48 – Ongoing Job Search
Hours the student spends preparing for and searching for employment. This activity is
to be used only for SNAP only students.

164

EMPLOYMENT ADVANCEMENT AND RETENTION NETWORK
(EARN)
PROGRAM POLICY AND PROCEDURES MANUAL APPENDIX A OF
THE STATEMENT OF WORK
PROGRAM YEAR 2012-2013 (Effective Jan 15, 2013)
Service (Activity) Codes
Service (Activity) Codes will be used to track the activities the EARN client is engaged
in at any specific time. The EARN service provide will data enter the Service (Activity)
Codes in CWDS. Multiple Service (Activity) Codes can be entered at the same time.
The EARN service provider must enter participation hours after the client actually
attends the service or activity.
Below are Service (Activity) Codes that may be used with EARN.
TANF clients
Code 6 – Providing child care for a community service participant
Code 18 – HS/GED
Code 20 – Community Service
Code 22- On the Job Training (OJT)
Code 23 - Subsidized Employment
Code 24 – Vocational Education
Code 26 – Paid Work Experience
Code 31 – Work Study
Code 33 – Unsubsidized Employment
Code 34 - Non-Core Voc education- for a client without a high school
diploma or GED
Code 35 - Non-Core Voc education- for a client with a high school diploma or
GED
Code 38 - Job Skills Training Directly Related to Employment
Code 42 – Job Search/Prep Training and ongoing job search
Code 49 – Rehabilitative Services
Code 51 – Vocation –specific Work Experience (VWE)
SNAP only clients
Code 11 – English as a Second Language (ESL) Code 12 –
Adult Basic Education/Literacy (ABE) Code 20 – Community
Service
Code 23 – Subsidized Employment
Code 24 – Vocational Education
Code 26 – Paid Work Experience
Code 33 – Unsubsidized Employment
Code 46 – SNAP only 60 day job search
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